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Author’s Toolkit

Writing Better Technical Papers

Ron Read

Kurdyla and Associates Co., Ltd.

In spoken English, it’s more natural to say
“It’s raining in Osaka today” than “Rain is
falling in Osaka today,” or “There’s a beer in
the refrigerator” than “A beer has been placed in
the refrigerator.” In these cases, “it” and “there”
serve as “dummy subjects,” a grammatical tool
that can also be useful in technical writing.

Dummy Subjects

The main use of dummy subjects is to sim-
plify sentences that would otherwise have long,
awkward subjects:

O It is inconvenient to recalibrate the lens

each time the gaze target changes

X Recalibrating the lens each time the gaze

target changes is inconvenient

O There is keen interest in the trend of mobile

devices determining OS features

X The trend of mobile devices determining

OS features has raised keen interest.

The above sentences using dummy subjects
are significantly more readable, mainly because
they follow the key writing principle of keeping
the main verb early in a sentence.

However, writers often use dummy subjects
where they are not really needed:

X 1t is a collimating lens which was used in

our second experiment

O A collimating lens was used in our second

experiment.

X There are many techniques that have been

used for this purpose

O Many techniques have been used for this

purpose.

The above sentences without dummy subjects
are more readable because we can easily use
clear, short “real” subjects in place of “it” and
“there.”

However, in some cases where we could easily
make a sentence without a dummy subject, we

may actually want to use it for emphasis:

? However, the third variable makes the criti-

cal difference.

O However, it is the third variable that makes

the critical difference.

? However, that approach has two problems.

O However, there are two problems with that

approach.

All four sentences are readable, but the ones
using dummy subjects place extra emphasis on
“third variable” and “two problems.”

And so on, etc.

When we give a series of items, sometimes the
entire set of items is too long to list out com-
pletely, or such a complete listing is really not so
important in the context of what we are writing.
There are two basic techniques for expressing the
idea that the listed items don’t make a complete
set. The first is to start the series with a phrase
like “such as,” “including,” or “these include, for
example”:

O Recent approaches include prototyping,

parallel imaging. ..

The second technique is to end the incomplete
series with a phrase like “etc.” or “and so on”:

O ...parallel imaging, linear tracing, etc.

A logic problem arises when writers use both
techniques in the same sentence:

X Recent approaches include prototyping,

parallel imaging, linear tracing, etc.

O Recent approaches include prototyping,

parallel imaging, and linear tracing.

So just use one technique or the other.

Grammar Questions? read@kurdyla.com

Mini Quiz: What’s Wrong?
1) We used multi-sensors to measure the. ..
2) We used a multi-sensor system to. ..
(Answers: 1) We used multiple sensors to. ..

2) OK)
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