
 

Glossary 
Abstract/concrete patterns of language reflect an author’s word choice. Abstract words (for example, wisdom, power, and beauty) 

refer to general ideas, qualities, or conditions. Concrete words name material objects and items associated with the five sens-
es—words like rock, pizza, and basketball. Both abstract and concrete language are useful in communicating ideas. Generally, 
you should not be too abstract in writing. It is best to employ concrete words, naming things that can be seen, touched, smelled, 
heard, or tasted in order to support generalizations, topic sentences, or more abstract ideas. 

 
Acronym is a word formed from the first or first few letters of several words, as in OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Coun-

tries). 
 
Action in narrative writing is the sequence of happenings or events. This movement of events may occupy just a few minutes or ex-

tend over a period of years or centuries. 
 
Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds in words placed closely next to each other, as in “what a tale of terror now 

their turbulency tells.” Prose that is highly rhythmical or “poetic” often makes use of this method. 
 
Allusion is a literary, biographical, or historical reference, whether real or imaginary. It is a “figure of speech” (a fresh, useful compari-

son) employed to illuminate an idea. A writer’s prose style can be made richer through this economical method of evoking an 
idea or emotion, as in E. M. Forster’s biblical allusion in this sentence: “Property produces men of weight, and it was a man of 
weight who failed to get into the Kingdom of Heaven.” 

 
Analogy is a form of comparison that uses a clear illustration to explain a difficult idea or function. It is unlike a formal comparison in 

that its subjects of comparison are from different categories or areas. For example, an analogy likening “division of labor” to the 
activity of bees in a hive makes the first concept more concrete by showing it to the reader through the figurative comparison 
with the bees. Analogy in exposition can involve a few sentences, a paragraph or set of paragraphs, or an entire essay. Analo-
gies can also be used in argumentation to heighten an appeal to emotion, but they cannot actually prove anything. 

 
Analysis is a method of exposition in which a subject is broken up into its parts to explain their nature, function, proportion, or rela-

tionship. Analysis thus explores connections and processes within the context of a given subject. (See causal analysis and pro-
cess analysis.) 

 
Anecdote is a brief, engaging account of some happening, often historical, biographical, or personal. As a technique in writing, anec-

dote is especially effective in creating interesting essay introductions and also in illuminating abstract concepts in the body of the 
essay. 

 
Antecedent in grammar refers to the word, phrase, or clause to which a pronoun refers. In writing, antecedent also refers to any hap-

pening or thing that is prior to another or to anything that logically precedes a subject. 
 
Antithesis is the balancing of one idea or term against another for emphasis. 

 
Antonym is a word whose meaning is opposite to that of another word. 

 
Aphorism is a short, pointed statement expressing a general truism or an idea in an original or imaginative way. Marshall McLuhan’s 

statement that “the medium is the message” is a well-known contemporary aphorism. 
 
Archaic language is vocabulary or usage that belongs to an earlier period and is old-fashioned today. The word thee for you is an 

archaism still in use in certain situations. 
 
Archetypes are special images or symbols that, according to Carl Jung, appeal to the total racial or cultural understanding of a peo-

ple. Such images or symbols as the mother archetype, the cowboy in American film, a sacred mountain, or spring as a time of 
renewal tend to trigger the “collective unconscious” of the human race. 

 
Argumentation is a formal variety of writing that offers reasons for or against something. Its goal is to persuade or convince the 

reader through logical reasoning and carefully controlled emotional appeal. Argumentation as a formal mode of writing contains 
many properties that distinguish it from exposition. (See assumption, deduction, evidence, induction, logic, persuasion, proposi-
tion, and refutation.) 

 
Assonance is defined generally as likeness or rough similarity of sound. Its specific definition is a partial rhyme in which the stressed 

vowel sounds are alike but the consonant sounds are unlike, as in late and make. Although more common to poetry, assonance 
can also be detected in highly rhythmic prose. 

 
Assumption in argumentation is anything taken for granted or presumed to be accepted by the audience and therefore unstated. 

Assumptions in argumentative writing can be dangerous because the audience might not always accept the idea implicit in them. 
(See begging the question.) 

 
Audience is that readership toward which an author directs his or her essay. In composing essays, writers must acknowledge the 



nature of their expected readers—whether specialized or general, minimally educated or highly educated, sympathetic or un-
sympathetic toward the writer’s opinions, and so forth. Failure to focus on the writer’s true audience can lead to confusion in lan-
guage and usage, presentation of inappropriate content, and failure to appeal to the expected reader. 

 
Balance in sentence structure refers to the assignment of equal treatment in the arrangement of coordinate ideas. It is often used to 

heighten a contrast of ideas. 
 
Begging the question is an error or a fallacy in reasoning and argumentation in which the writer assumes as a truth something for 

which evidence or proof is actually needed. 
 
Causal analysis is a form of writing that examines causes and effects of events or conditions as they relate to a specific subject. 

Writers can investigate the causes of a particular effect or the effects of a particular cause or combine both methods. Basically, 
however, causal analysis looks for connections between things and reasons behind them. 

 
Characterization is the creation of people involved in the action. It is used especially in narrative or descriptive writing. Authors use 

techniques of dialogue, description, reportage, and observation in attempting to present vivid and distinctive characters. 
 
Chronology or chronological order is the arrangement of events in the order in which they happened. Chronological order can be 

used in such diverse narrative situations as history, biography, scientific process, and personal account. Essays that are ordered 
by chronology move from one step or point to the next in time. 

 
Cinematic technique in narration, description, and occasionally exposition is the conscious application of film art to the development 

of the contemporary essay. Modern writers often are aware of such film techniques as montage (the process of cutting and ar-
ranging film so that short scenes are presented in rapid succession), zoom (intense enlargement of subject), and various forms 
of juxtaposition, and use these methods to enhance the quality of their essays. 

 
Classification is a form of exposition in which the writer divides a subject into categories and then groups elements in each of those 

categories according to their relationships with one another. Thus a writer using classification takes a topic, divides it into several 
major groups, and then often subdivides those groups, moving always from larger categories to smaller ones. 

 
Cliché is an expression that once was fresh and original but that has lost much of its vitality through overuse. Because expressions 

like “as quick as a wink” and “blew her stack” are trite or common today, they should be avoided in writing. 
 
Climactic ordering is the arrangement of a paragraph or essay so that the most important items are saved for last. The effect is to 

build slowly through a sequence of events or ideas to the most critical part of the composition. 
 
Coherence is a quality in effective writing that results from the careful ordering of each sentence in a paragraph and each paragraph 

in the essay. If an essay is coherent, each part will grow naturally and logically from those parts that come before it. Following 
careful chronological, logical, spatial, or sequential order is the most natural way to achieve coherence in writing. The main de-
vices used in achieving coherence are transitions, which help connect one thought with another. 

 
Colloquial language is conversational language used in certain types of informal and narrative writing but rarely in essays, business 

writing, or research writing. Expressions like “cool,” “pal,” or “I can dig it” often have a place in conversational settings. However, 
they should be used sparingly in essay writing for special effects. 

 
Comparison/contrast as an essay pattern treats similarities and differences between two subjects. Any useful comparison involves 

two items from the same class. Moreover, there must be a clear reason for the comparison or contrast. Finally, there must be a 
balanced treatment of the various comparative or contrasting points between the two subjects. 

 
Conclusions are the endings of essays. Without a conclusion, an essay would be incomplete, leaving the reader with the feeling that 

something important has been left out. There are numerous strategies for conclusions available to writers: summarizing main 
points in the essay, restating the main idea, using an effective quotation, offering the reader the climax to a series of events, re-
turning to the beginning and echoing it, offering a solution to a problem, emphasizing the topic’s significance, or setting a new 
frame of reference by generalizing from the main thesis. A conclusion should end the essay in a clear, convincing, emphatic way. 

 
Concrete (See abstract/concrete.) 

 
Conflict in narrative writing is the clash or opposition of events, characters, or ideas that makes the resolution of action necessary. 

 
Connotation/denotation are terms specifying the way a word has meaning. Connotation refers to the “shades of meaning” that a 

word might have because of various emotional associations it calls up for writers and readers alike. Words like patriotism, pig, 
and rose have strong connotative overtones to them. Denotation refers to the “dictionary” definition of a word—its exact mean-
ing. Good writers understand the connotative and denotative value of words and control the shades of meaning that many words 
possess. 

 
Context is the situation surrounding a word, group of words, or sentence. Often the elements coming before or after a certain confus-

ing or difficult construction will provide insight into the meaning or importance of that item. 
 
Coordination in sentence structure refers to the grammatical arrangement of parts of the same order or equality in rank. 



 
Declarative sentences make a statement or assertion. 

 
Deduction is a form of logic that begins with a generally stated truth or principle and then offers details, examples, and reasoning to 

support the generalization. In other words, deduction is based on reasoning from a known principle to an unknown principle, from 
the general to the specific, or from a premise to a logical conclusion. (See syllogism.) 

 
Definition in exposition is the extension of a word’s meaning through a paragraph or an entire essay. As an extended method of ex-

plaining a word, this type of definition relies on other rhetorical methods, including detail, illustration, comparison and contrast, 
and anecdote. 

 
Denotation (See connotation/denotation.) 

 
Description in the prose essay is a variety of writing that uses details of sight, sound, color, smell, taste, and touch to create a word 

picture and to explain or illustrate an idea. 
 
Development refers to the way a paragraph or an essay elaborates or builds upon a topic or theme. Typical development proceeds 

either from general illustrations to specific ones or from one generalization to another. (See horizontal/vertical.) 
 
Dialogue is the reproduction of speech or conversation between two or more persons in writing. Dialogue can add concreteness and 

vividness to an essay and can also help reveal character. A writer who reproduces dialogue in an essay must use it for a pur-
pose and not simply as a decorative device. 

 
Diction is the manner of expression in words, choice of words, or wording. Writers must choose vocabulary carefully and precisely to 

communicate a message and also to address an intended audience effectively; this is good diction. 
 
Digression is a temporary departure from the main subject in writing. Any digression in the essay must serve a purpose or be intend-

ed for a specific effect. 
 
Discourse (forms of) relates conventionally to the main categories of writing—narration, description, exposition, and argumentation. 

In practice, these forms of discourse often blend or overlap. Essayists seek the ideal fusion of forms of discourse in the treatment 
of their subject. 

 
Division is that aspect of classification in which the writer divides some large subject into categories. Division helps writers split large 

and potentially complicated subjects into parts for orderly presentation and discussion. 
 
Dominant impression in description is the main impression or effect that writers attempt to create for their subject. It arises from an 

author’s focus on a single subject and from the feelings the writer brings to that subject. 
 
Editorializing is to express personal opinions about the subject of the essay. An editorial tone can have a useful effect in writing, but 

at other times an author might want to reduce editorializing in favor of a better balanced or more objective tone. 
 
Effect is a term used in causal analysis to describe the outcome or expected result of a chain of happenings. 

 
Emphasis indicates the placement of the most important ideas in key positions in the essay. As a major principle, emphasis relates to 

phrases, sentences, and paragraphs—the construction of the entire essay. Emphasis can be achieved by repetition, subordina-
tion, careful positioning of thesis and topic sentences, climactic ordering, comparison and contrast, and a variety of other meth-
ods. 

 
Episodic relates to that variety of narrative writing that develops through a series of incidents or events. 

 
Essay is the name given to a short prose work on a limited topic. Essays take many forms, ranging from personal narratives to critical 

or argumentative treatments of a subject. Normally, an essay will convey the writer’s personal ideas about the subject. 
 
Etymology is the origin and development of a word—tracing a word back as far as possible. 

 
Evidence is material offered to support an argument or a proposition. Typical forms of evidence are facts, details, and expert testimo-

ny. 
 
Example is a method of exposition in which the writer offers illustrations in order to explain a generalization or a whole thesis. (See 

illustration.) 
 
Exclamatory sentences in writing express surprise or strong emotion. 

 
Expert testimony as employed in argumentative essays and in expository essays is the use of statements by authorities to support a 

writer’s position or idea. This method often requires careful quotation and acknowledgment of sources. 
 
Exposition is a major form of discourse that informs or explains. Exposition is the form of expression required in much college writing, 

for it provides facts and information, clarifies ideas, and establishes meaning. The primary methods of exposition are illustration, 



comparison and contrast, analogy, definition, classification, causal analysis, and process analysis (see entries). 
 
Extended metaphor is a figurative comparison that is used to structure a significant part of the composition or the whole essay. (See 

figurative language and metaphor.) 
 
Fable is a form of narrative containing a moral that normally appears clearly at the end. 
 
Fallacy in argumentation is an error in logic or in the reasoning process. Fallacies occur because of vague development of ideas, lack 

of awareness on the part of writers of the requirements of logical reasoning, or faulty assumptions about the proposition. 
 
Figurative language as opposed to literal language is a special approach to writing that departs from what is typically a concrete, 

straightforward style. It is the use of vivid, imaginative statements to illuminate or illustrate an idea. Figurative language adds 
freshness, meaning, and originality to a writer’s style. Major figures of speech include allusion, hyperbole, metaphor, personifica-
tion, and simile (see entries). 

 
Flashback is a narrative technique in which the writer begins at some point in the action and then moves into the past in order to pro-

vide crucial information about characters and events. 
 
Foreshadow is a technique that indicates beforehand what is to occur at a later point in the essay. 
 
Frame in narration and description is the use of a key object or pattern—typically at the start and end of the essay—that serves as a 

border or structure for the substance of the composition. 
 
General/specific words are the basis of writing, although it is wise in college composition to keep vocabulary as specific as possible. 

General words refer to broad categories and groups, whereas specific words capture with force and clarity the nature of the term. 
General words refer to large classes, concepts, groups, and emotions; specific words are more particular in providing meanings. 
The distinction between general and specific language is always a matter of degree. 

 
Generalization is a broad idea or statement. All generalizations require particulars and illustrations to support them. 
 
Genre is a type or form of literature—for example, short fiction, novel, poetry, or drama. 
 
Grammatical structure is a systematic description of language as it relates to the grammatical nature of a sentence. 
 
Horizontal/vertical paragraph and essay development refers to the basic way a writer moves either from one generalization to an-

other in a carefully related series of generalizations (horizontal) or from a generalization to a series of specific supporting exam-
ples (vertical). 

 
Hortatory style is a variety of writing designed to encourage, give advice, or urge to good deeds. 
 
Hyperbole is a form of figurative language that uses exaggeration to overstate a position. 
 
Hypothesis is an unproven theory or proposition that is tentatively accepted to explain certain facts. A working hypothesis provides 

the basis for further investigation or argumentation. 
 
Hypothetical examples are illustrations in the form of assumptions that are based on the hypothesis. As such, they are conditional 

rather than absolute or certain facts. 
 
Identification as a method of exposition refers to focusing on the main subject of the essay. It involves the clear location of the sub-

ject within the context or situation of the composition. 
 
Idiomatic language is the language or dialect of a people, region, or class—the individual nature of a language. 
 
Ignoring the question in argumentation is a fallacy that involves the avoidance of the main issue by developing an entirely different 

one. 
 
Illustration is the use of one or more examples to support an idea. Illustration permits the writer to support a generalization through 

particulars or specifics. 
 
Imagery is clear, vivid description that appeals to the sense of sight, smell, touch, sound, or taste. Much imagery exists for its own 

sake, adding descriptive flavor to an essay. However, imagery (especially when it involves a larger pattern) can also add mean-
ing to an essay. 

 
Induction is a method of logic consisting of the presentation of a series of facts, pieces of information, or instances in order to formu-

late or build a likely generalization. The key is to provide prior examples before reaching a logical conclusion. Consequently, as a 
pattern of organization in essay writing, the inductive method requires the careful presentation of relevant data and information 
before the conclusion is reached at the end of the paper. 

 
Inference involves arriving at a decision or opinion by reasoning from known facts or evidence. 



 
Interrogative sentences are sentences that ask or pose a question. 
 
Introduction is the beginning or opening of an essay. The introduction should alert the reader to the subject by identifying it, set the 

limits of the essay, and indicate what the thesis (or main idea) will be. Moreover, it should arouse the reader’s interest in the sub-
ject. Among the devices available in the creation of good introductions are making a simple statement of thesis; giving a clear, 
vivid description of an important setting; posing a question or series of questions; referring to a relevant historical event; telling 
an anecdote; using comparison and contrast to frame the subject; using several examples to reinforce the statement of the sub-
ject; and presenting a personal attitude about a controversial issue. 

 
Irony is the use of language to suggest the opposite of what is stated. Writers use irony to reveal unpleasant or troublesome realities 

that exist in life or to poke fun at human weaknesses and foolish attitudes. In an essay there may be verbal irony, in which the 
result of a sequence of ideas or events is the opposite of what normally would be expected. A key to the identification of irony in 
an essay is our ability to detect where the author is stating the opposite of what he or she actually believes. 

 
Issue is the main question upon which an entire argument rests. It is the idea that the writer attempts to prove. 
 
Jargon is special words associated with a specific area of knowledge or a particular profession. Writers who employ jargon either 

assume that readers know specialized terms or take care to define terms for the benefit of the audience. 
 
Juxtaposition as a technique in writing or essay organization is the placing of elements—either similar or contrasting—close togeth-

er, positioning them side by side in order to illuminate the subject. 
 
Levels of language refer to the kinds of language used in speaking and writing. Basically, there are three main levels of language—

formal, informal, and colloquial. Formal English, used in writing or speech, is the type of English employed to address special 
groups and professional people. Informal English is the sort of writing found in newspapers, magazines, books, and essays. It is 
popular English for an educated audience but still more formal than colloquial (conversational) En-glish. Colloquial English is 
spoken (and occasionally written) English used in conversations with friends, employees, and peer group members; it is charac-
terized by the use of slang, idioms, ordinary language, and loose sentence structure. 

 
Linear order in paragraph development means the clear line of movement from one point to another. 
 
Listing is a simple technique of illustration in which facts or examples are used to support a topic or generalization. 
 
Logic as applied to essay writing is correct reasoning based on induction or deduction. The logical basis of an essay must offer rea-

sonable criteria or principles of thought, present these principles in an orderly manner, avoid faults in reasoning, and result in a 
complete and satisfactory outcome in the reasoning process. 

 
Metaphor is a type of figurative language in which an item from one category is compared briefly and imaginatively with an item from 

another category. Writers use such implied comparisons to assign meaning in a fresh, vivid, and concrete way. 
 
Metonymy is a figure of language in which a thing is not designated by its own name but by another associated with or suggested by 

it, as in “The Supreme Court has decided” (meaning the judges of the Supreme Court have decided). 
 
Mood is the creation of atmosphere in descriptive writing. 
 
Motif in an essay is any series of components that can be detected as a pattern. For example, a particular detail, idea, or image can 

be elaborated upon or designed to form a pattern or motif in the essay. 
 
Myth in literature is a traditional story or series of events explaining some basic phenomenon of nature; the origin of humanity; or the 

customs, institutions, and religious rites of a people. Myth often relates to the exploits of gods, goddesses, and heroes. 
 
Narration as a form of essay writing is the presentation of a story in order to illustrate an idea. 
 
Non sequitur in argumentation is a conclusion or inference that does not follow from the premises or evidence on which it is based. 

The non sequitur thus is a type of logical fallacy. 
 
Objective/subjective writing refers to the attitude that writers take toward their subject. When writers are objective, they try not to 

report their personal feelings about the subject; they attempt to be detached, impersonal, and unbiased. Conversely, subjective 
writing reveals an author’s personal attitudes and emotions. For many varieties of college writing, such as business or laboratory 
reports, term papers, and literary analyses, it is best to be as objective as possible. But for many personal essays in composition 
courses, the subjective touch is fine. In the hands of skilled writers, the objective and subjective tones often blend. 

 
Onomatopoeia is the formation of a word by imitating the natural sound associated with the object or action, as in buzz or click. 
 
Order is the arrangement of information or materials in an essay. The most common ordering techniques are chronological order 

(time in sequence), spatial order (the arrangement of descriptive details), process order (a step-by-step approach to an activity), 
deductive order (a thesis followed by information to support it), and inductive order (evidence and examples first, followed by the 
thesis in the form of a conclusion). Some rhetorical patterns, such as comparison and contrast, classification, and argumentation, 



require other ordering methods. Writers should select those ordering principles that permit them to present materials clearly. 
 
Overstatement is an extravagant or exaggerated claim or statement. 
 
Paradox is a statement that seems to be contradictory but actually contains an element of truth. 
 
Paragraph is a unit in an essay that serves to present and examine one aspect of a topic. Composed normally of a group of sentenc-

es (one-sentence paragraphs can be used for emphasis or special effect), the paragraph elaborates an idea within the larger 
framework of the essay and the thesis unifying it. 

 
Parallelism is a variety of sentence structure in which there is balance or coordination in the presentation of elements. “I came, I saw, 

I conquered” is a standard example of parallelism, presenting both pronouns and verbs in a coordinated manner. Parallelism can 
appear in a sentence, a group of sentences, or an entire paragraph. 

 
Paraphrase as a literary method is the process of rewording the thought or meaning expressed in something that has been said or 

written before. 
 
Parenthetical refers to giving qualifying information or explanation. This information normally is marked off or placed within parenthe-

ses. 
 
Parody is ridiculing the language or style of another writer or composer. In parody, a serious subject tends to be treated in a nonsen-

sical manner. 
 
Periphrasis is the use of many words where one or a few would do; it is a roundabout way of speaking or writing. 
 
Persona is the role or characterization that writers occasionally create for themselves in a personal narrative. 
 
Personification is giving an object, a thing, or an idea lifelike or human characteristics, as in the common reference to a car as “she.” 

Like all forms of figurative language, personification adds freshness to description and makes ideas vivid by setting up striking 
comparisons. 

 
Persuasion is the form of discourse, related to argumentation, that attempts to move a person to action or to influence an audience 

toward a particular belief. 
 
Point of view is the angle from which a writer tells a story. Many personal and informal essays take the first-person (or “I”) point of 

view, which is natural and fitting for essays in which the author wants to speak in a familiar way to the reader. On the other hand, 
the third-person point of view (“he,” “she,” “it,” “they”) distances the reader somewhat from the writer. The third-person point of 
view is useful in essays in which the writers are not talking exclusively about themselves, but about other people, ideas, and 
events. 

 
Post hoc, ergo propter hoc in logic is the fallacy of thinking that a happening that follows another must be its result. It arises from a 

confusion about the logical causal relationship. 
 
Process analysis is a pattern of writing that explains in a step-by-step way how something is done, how it is put together, how it 

works, or how it occurs. The subject can be a mechanical device, a product, an idea, a natural phenomenon, or a historical se-
quence. However, in all varieties of process analysis, the writer traces all important steps, from beginning to end. 

 
Progression is the forward movement or succession of acts, events, or ideas presented in an essay. 
 
Proportion refers to the relative emphasis and length given to an event, an idea, a time, or a topic within the whole essay. Basically, 

in terms of proportion, the writer gives more emphasis to a major element than to a minor one. 
 
Proposition is the main point of an argumentative essay—the statement to be defended, proved, or upheld. It is like a thesis (see 

entry) except that it presents an idea that is debatable or can be disputed. The major proposition is the main argumentative point; 
minor propositions are the reasons given to support or prove the issue. 

 
Purpose is what the writer wants to accomplish in an essay. Writers having a clear purpose will know the proper style, language, 

tone, and materials to utilize in designing an effective essay. 
 
Refutation in argumentation is a method by which writers recognize and deal effectively with the arguments of their opponents. Their 

own argument will be stronger if they refute—prove false or wrong—all opposing arguments. 
 
Repetition is a simple method of achieving emphasis by repeating a word, a phrase, or an idea. 
 
Rhetoric is the art of using words effectively in speaking or writing. It is also the art of literary composition, particularly in prose, in-

cluding both figures of speech and such strategies as comparison and contrast, definition, and analysis. 
 
Rhetorical question is a question asked only to emphasize a point, introduce a topic, or provoke thought, but not to elicit an answer. 
 



Rhythm in prose writing is a regular recurrence of elements or features in sentences, creating a patterned emphasis, balance, or con-

trast. 
 
Sarcasm is a sneering or taunting attitude in writing, designed to hurt by evaluating or criticizing. Basically, sarcasm is a heavy-

handed form of irony (see entry). Writers should try to avoid sarcastic writing and to use more acceptable varieties of irony and 
satire to criticize their subject. 

 
Satire is the humorous or critical treatment of a subject in order to expose the subject’s vices, follies, stupidities, and so forth. The 

intention of such satire is to reform by exposing the subject to comedy or ridicule. 
 
Sensory language is language that appeals to any of the five senses—sight, sound, touch, taste, or smell. 
 
Sentimentality in prose writing is the excessive display of emotion, whether intended or unintended. Because sentimentality can dis-

tort the true nature of a situation or an idea, writers should use it cautiously, or not at all. 
 
Series as a technique in prose is the presentation of several items, often concrete details or similar parts of grammar such as verbs or 

adjectives, in rapid sequence. 
 
Setting in narrative and descriptive writing is the time, place, environment, background, or surroundings established by an author. 
 
Simile is a figurative comparison using like or as. 
 
Slang is a kind of language that uses racy or colorful expressions associated more often with speech than with writing. It is colloquial 

English and should be used in essay writing only to reproduce dialogue or to create a special effect. 
 
Spatial order in descriptive writing is the careful arrangement of details or materials in space—for example, from left to right, top to 

bottom, or near to far. 
 
Specific words (See general/specific words.) 
 
Statistics are facts or data of a numerical kind, assembled and tabulated to present significant information about a given subject. As 

a technique of illustration, statistics can be useful in analysis and argumentation. 
 
Style is the specific or characteristic manner of expression, execution, construction, or design of an author. As a manner or mode of 

expression in language, it is the unique way each writer handles ideas. There are numerous stylistic categories—such as literary, 
formal, argumentative, and satiric—but ultimately, no two writers have the same style. 

 
Subjective (See objective/subjective.) 
 
Subordination in sentence structure is the placing of a relatively less important idea in an inferior grammatical position to the main 

idea. It is the designation of a minor clause that is dependent upon a major clause. 
 
Syllogism is an argument or form of reasoning in which two statements or premises are made and a logical conclusion is drawn from 

them. As such, it is a form of deductive logic—reasoning from the general to the particular. The major premise presents a quality 
of class (“All writers are mortal”). The minor premise states that a particular subject is a member of that class (“Ernest Heming-
way was a writer”). The conclusion states that the qualities of the class and the member of the class are the same (“Hemingway 
was mortal”). 

 
Symbol is something—normally a concrete image—that exists in itself but also stands for something else or has greater meaning. As 

a variety of figurative language, the symbol can be a strong feature in an essay, operating to add depth of meaning and even to 
unify the composition. 

 
Synonym is a word that means roughly the same as another word. In practice, few words are exactly alike in meaning. Careful writers 

use synonyms to vary word choice without ever moving too far from the shade of meaning intended. 
 
Theme is the central idea in an essay; it is also termed the thesis. Everything in an essay should support the theme in one way or 

another. 
 
Thesis is the main idea in an essay. The thesis sentence, appearing early in the essay (normally somewhere in the first paragraph) 

serves to convey the main idea to the reader in a clear and emphatic manner. 
 
Tone is the writer’s attitude toward his or her subject or material. An essay writer’s tone may be objective, subjective, comic, ironic, 

nostalgic, critical, or a reflection of numerous other attitudes. Tone is the voice that writers give to an essay. 
 
Topic sentence is the main idea that a paragraph develops. Not all paragraphs contain topic sentences; often the topic is implied. 
 
Transition is the linking of ideas in sentences, paragraphs, and larger segments of an essay in order to achieve coherence (see en-

try). Among the most common techniques to achieve smooth transitions are (1) repeating a key word or phrase, (2) using a pro-
noun to refer to a key word or phrase, (3) relying on traditional connectives such as thus, however, moreover, for example, there-



fore, finally, or in conclusion, (4) using parallel structure (see parallelism), and (5) creating a sentence or paragraph that serves 
as a bridge from one part of an essay to another. Transition is best achieved when a writer presents ideas and details carefully 
and in logical order. 

 
Understatement is a method of making a weaker statement than is warranted by truth, accuracy, or importance. 
 
Unity is a feature in an essay whereby all material relates to a central concept and contributes to the meaning of the whole. To 

achieve a unified effect in an essay, the writer must design an effective introduction and conclusion, maintain consistent tone or 
point of view, develop middle paragraphs in a coherent manner, and above all stick to the subject, never permitting unimportant 
or irrelevant elements to enter. 

 
Usage is the way in which a word, phrase, or sentence is used to express a particular idea; it is the customary manner of using a giv-

en language in speaking or writing. 
 
Vertical (See horizontal/vertical.) 
 
Voice is the way you express your ideas to the reader, the tone you take in addressing your audience. Voice reflects your attitude 

toward both your subject and your readers. (See tone.) 

 
  

 


