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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #17: Making the Most of Verbs

"Verbs are the most important of all your tools." 






-- William Zinsser, On Writing Well
As an engine powers a car, a verb powers a sentence. If you use a weak verb, your sentence runs out of gas. If you use a vague or imprecise verb, your sentence hesitates, stumbles, wanders. Pick strong, vivid verbs.

In The Elements of Editing, Arthur Plotnik lists 10 criteria for evaluating manuscripts; criteria #7,  "color and tone," includes "sentences that build on strong verbs."

Here's what David Ewing writes in Writing for Results: “While it is inappropriate to make all your verbs brisk and dashing, or even active, it is rarely necessary to go to the other extreme and use verbs that are comatose. . . If the sentence in your first draft has the saturnine quality of this one:


‘In the event that the gears manifest a tendency to stick, sound maintenance involves the necessity of cleaning them with an approved solvent.’

you can change it to something like this (as the writer did):


‘If the gears tend to stick, clean them with an approved solvent.’”

Adds Malcolm Cowley: "The sociologist likes to reduce a transitive verb to an intransitive, so that he speaks of people's adapting, adjusting, transferring, relating, and identifying, with no more of a grammatical object that if they were coming or going. He seldom uses transitive verbs of action, like 'break,' 'injure,' 'help,' and 'adore.'  Instead he uses verbs of relation..."

Here’s what George Curme says in A Grammar of the English Language: "A transitive verb is a verb that requires an object--noun, pronoun or clause--to complete its meaning":  The editor burned the manuscript. The writer stole a quotation. "The characteristic thing about an object is that it stands in close relation to the verb, completing its meaning":  “I heard a groan.”

"The snow is melting" -- intransitive.

"The sun is melting the snow" -- transitive.

"An intransitive verb denotes a state or simple action without any reference to an object:  'John is sleeping.'  'He often acts rashly.'"

Curme calls linking verbs "copulas"; the English language has about 60 of them. The most common linking verbs are forms of "to be", as in "He is a carpenter."  Copulas link a predicate adjective, noun, adverb or prepositional phrase to the subject. They also indicate a state ['He is asleep'], continuance in a state or the continuance of an activity ['He is yelling in the telephone'], entrance into a state or the beginning of an activity, a becoming something represented as the outcome of a development ['He went blind'] or of events or the closing state of an activity."

"In the prehistoric period there was a time when there was no such thing as a copula. Later it gradually came into use, but even in the earliest records of the oldest languages it was not freely used as today. Its use spread because there was an absolute need of such a linking word. Its introduction into our family of languages was one of the greatest events in the history of our family."

"We have become so fond of the copula construction that we often use it even when there is a verb that expresses the same thing as a copula and predicate noun or adjective:  'There was a heavy snow last night,' instead of 'It snowed heavily last night.'"

Once you settle on a verb, don't smother it;  in other words, don't use two verbs where one will do. Smothering phrases often begin with a form of be, give, have, make, or take. 

Nouns that end in "-tion" and "-ment" often started out as verbs but got turned into nouns. Try to turn them back.

Keep your tenses straight. Don't wobble back and forth between past and present.

Don't settle for a verb that is almost right. Get the exact one you want. Use your dictionary or a thesaurus.

Avoid passive constructions. Active constructions are vivid, brief and direct;  passives are murky, wordy and oblique. Try to get the actors into your sentences. Don't say that something "was done" -- tell who did it. Write "The fullback hits the line", not "The hitting of the line is an activity engaged in by a player acting in the capacity of fullback." 

"To be" is the weakest verb in our language. Use it as a last resort. 

Examples:

This mishap showed danger and death has no regard for age, rank or rate, or experience.

[“have”]

The flags on engine-intake covers are a visual reminder to remove certain items...

["The flags on engine-intake covers visually remind an aircrew to..."  Also, is 'visually' necessary?]

A flag may even separate from an item...

[...may even fall off...]

He didn't get an AME to assist in removing the line.

[...to help remove the line.]

Suddenly, the truck and trailer rolled down the ramp and hit a Marine.

["hit" seems awfully innocuous. How about "slammed into a Marine"]

This discrepancy and the fact that someone left the vehicle unattended and unchocked on the turntable combined to cause the Marine's death.

[...combined to kill the Marine.]

. . . and took corrective action to quickly remedy the problem.

[…and quickly fixed the problem.]

Conditions existed that may have resulted in a more serious accident.

["that could have caused"]

We began a quick banter back and forth as to the possible cause of the noise and vibrations.

[began/banter is smothered, and "banter" isn't right]

I was doing a cockpit inspection.

[I was inspecting a cockpit.]

After an LZ evaluation...

[After evaluating the landing zone...]

The T-38 came very close to a commercial airliner and was violated by the FAA.

[Find another verb.]

The blade caused lacerations of his leg just below the knee.

["blade lacerated his leg"]

The "super" CICO is resistant to crew suggestions.

["resists crew suggestions"]

This individual may have the tendency to "do it all".

["may tend to"]

Fastener accountability serves to eliminate FOD resulting from . . .

[“If you account for fasteners, you’ll get rid of the FOD that results from…]

My change in attitude about hearing conservation developed when I realized. . .

[smothered:  "My attitude. . .changed when"]

We published a reprint of the safety poster. . .

["reprinted"]

It is your job to catch the discrepancies of this nature before they become the cause of a possible mishap.

[...the discrepancies before they cause a mishap.]

The proper flight deck safety boots he wore saved him from sustaining an injury to his left leg.

[…saved him from injuring…]

"Studies conducted on pilots give an indication of. . ."

[indicate]

What this level of "unusable" sound also does is cause damage to various structures in the inner ear, which permanently reduces our hearing capabilities.

["cause damage" is smothered;  is "various structures in" necessary?] 

He had not eaten for 17 hours and had received only six hours sleep.

[...had slept only...]

… the potential to do damage to your aircraft.

[the potential to damage…]

It is your job to catch the discrepancies of this nature before they become the cause of a possible mishap.

[...the discrepancies before they cause a mishap.]

Higher levels of HDL are thought to be protective against heart disease.

["thought to protect..."]

Portable analyzers can quickly give a measure of total cholesterol at little cost.

["can quickly measure your total..."]

My total concentration became focused on...

[I concentrated on…]

Installation of threaded fasteners. . .

[nounized. "Installing..."]

Training and safety awareness is paramount if injuries are to be prevented.

["are paramount"]

I was still looking for the fireball but there wasn't one. Then all hell breaks loose. My skipper and CO arrived. They were looking for a fireball, too. The civilian?  He's still looking for the other airport.

[past and present mixed]

A scan around the cockpit revealed a huge crack in the green window overhead.

["I scanned the cockpit and saw..."]

The gauges went from being "able to get there" to "no way".

["being" is NQTRV--"reading"?]

Are all the equipment and adapters used for lifting NDI'd as required?  Did you know that some engine equipment manufacturers have their own standards for NDI'ng their support equipment?

[can't change the form of verbs in abbreviations]

The ROE (rules of engagement) is established with a 500-foot minimum altitude.

[either "The ROE is" or "rules are"]

How about daydreaming about your sweetheart, upcoming vacation or work and accidentally running off the road?  Unfortunately, you might choose a spot where a 100-year-old tree decided to grow.

["choose" and "decided" are wrong because they sound deliberate]

". . . is contingent on . . ."

[depends on]

RIOs and BNs are, or should be, as knowledgeable as pilots regarding aircraft systems and boldface procedures despite being commonly referred to as "pilot stuff".

["being" refers to RIOs, etc.]

Should an aircraft have missing fasteners, an immediate attempt to locate those fasteners must be undertaken. . .

[passive]

After our equipment is put into use, safety problems are encountered that were not initially anticipated.

[passive:  "When we start to use our equipment, we run into safety problems that we didn't anticipate"]

Decelerating through 200 KIAS throttles were retarded to military power to increase the stall margin.

[passive]

A climb should be initiated if birdstrikes are to be avoided.

[“Climb to avoid birdstrikes.”]

The rotating propellor had evidently picked up a 10/32 screw approximately 1/2-inch long from a runway/taxiway surface and drove it through the fuselage. 

[if "had picked up", need "had driven"]

The mechs and metalsmiths aren't the only ones who have to put up with extra man-hour expenditures due to foreign object damage to their systems. 

[...who have to spend extra man-hours...]

I decided afterward that if faced with the same circumstances, I would have selected burner due to my low altitude.

[should be future tense:  "...I would select"]

The vari-nozzle can provide both the narrow-angle fog for fire extinguishment and wide-angle fog for personnel protection by rotating the pattern control without interruption of flow.

[does it mean "both" or "either"?  I think the latter. Also, where is the person doing the rotating?]

When asbestos fibers enters your lungs, your body's natural defenses tries to rid itself of this foreign substance.

[When asbestos fibers enter your lungs, your body tries to rid itself…]

It would appear that low blood alcohol concentration (BAC) levels decrease performance enough to increase the risk of fatal crashes by 10 percent. This very short statement condenses only one finding of a National Highway Safety Administration-funded research review.

[why "would"?  odd tense. Also, how short is "very" short?]

I had a sigh of relief…

[“I sighed with relief…”]

… how he would egress in case of a ditch or bail-out situation.

[“…in case we had to ditch or bail out.”]

…with unresponsive throttle movement.

[“…the throttle was unresponsive.”]

I immediately felt a descending sensation…

[“I felt us descend…”]

… performing a shutdown on the No. 3 engine.

[“…shutting down the No. 3 engine.”]
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