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Word	Choice	Strategies	and	Resources	

	
Think	about	how	you	choose	words	when	you	write.	How	do	you	know	when	a	
word	is	perfect	versus	not	quite	right?	When	do	you	feel	proud	or	frustrated	about	
word	choice?	Do	you	use	a	dictionary	or	thesaurus?	Why	or	why	not?	
	
Word	choice	is	not	always	obvious	or	instinctual,	especially	if	clients	are	non-
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Again,	emphasize	that	a	verb	+	a	preposition	is	a	signal	that	we	probably	use	
it	in	speech,	not	writing.	Suggest	that	this	is	why	these	resources	present	the	
base	verb
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3) They	can	scroll	down	to	find	word	lists	organized	by	particular	definition.		
4) There	are	example	sentences	showing	common	ways	to	use	the	word	

grammatically	on	the	lower	right-hand	side.		
5) There	is	a	definition	link	at	the	top,	which	they	can	use	to	check	their	

understanding	at	any	time.		
	
Oxforddictionaries.com:	When	clients	type	in	a	word	without	pressing	“Enter,”	
this	resource	lists	various	related	word	forms	and	expressions.	Sometimes,	seeing	
this	list	helps	clients	find	correct	prepositions	or	spellings.	Explore	a	typical	page	
with	them:	

1) When	applicable,	the	word’s	popularity	is	stated	at	the	top	(“Top	1000	
Frequently	Used	Words”).	For	an	international	student,	this	can	be	a	clue	for	
whether	a	word	is	appropriate	or	never	used.	

2) There	are	synonyms	beneath	different	definitions.	Sometimes,	these	
synonyms	are	labeled	“informal,”	which	helps	non-native	speakers	improve	
academic	tone.		

3) There	are	examples	sentences	for	each	term.	
4) On	the	lower	right-hand	side,	there	are	“nearby	words,”	which	might	be	the	

word	a	client	originally	intended	to	type.		
	
Finding	academic	synonyms	is	one	way	to	improve	word	choice.	Another	is	finding	
possible	verbs	in	existing	sentences.	Consider	this	sentence:		
	
!"#%(,3*6.3)#%is%&%symbol%2+%."#%(31;%5221;%&10%(.&)(%&10%has%meaning%9#,&3(#%-.%
has%&%<)##:%origin/%
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The	student	wrote	“hardly”	because	Lomax	had	a	hard	time	forgiving	Nagase,	so	she	
added	“–ly”	to	create	an	adverb	form	that	could	modify	“forgives.”	Her	professor	had	
underlined	it	and	written	a	question	mark	by	it.	After	trying	to	explain	the	possible	
meanings	of	“hardly”	in	this	context,	I	looked	up	“forgive”	on	ozdic.com.	The	client	
could	see	that	“hardly”	was	not	listed	as	a	collocation	with	“forgive,”	and	we	do	not	
use	it	in	this	sense.		
	
2.	People	can	understand	each	suffering	due	to	forgiving	each	other,	and	they	can	
make	deep	relationships.	
	
Unfortunately,	ozdic.com	does	not	cover	transition	words	or	subordinating	
conjunctions	in	depth.	When	a	term	is	not	covered	on	ozdic.com,	review	example	
sentences	on	oxforddictionaries.com	or	similar	site	that	model	grammar	and	usage.		
To	explain	why	“due	to”	had	been	marked	“awkward,”	the	client	needed	to	see	
several	examples	of	the	word	in	action.	Only	after	seeing	multiple	examples	did	she	
see	that	a	measurable,	countable	incident	or	process	must	follow	“due	to.”		
	
Verb	+	Preposition	Dictionary	(on	englishpage.com)
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A	Pocket	Style	Manual:	Online	resources	either	do	not	include	transition	words	or	
present	only	informal	or	uncommon	usages.	Thus,	@%?2,:#.%A.$*#%>&13&*%is	often	the	
clearest,	most	helpful	resource	when	explaining	how	to	connect	clauses.		
	
On	p.	298,	the	“Glossary	of	grammatical	terms”	begins.	Show	clients	four	kinds	of	
conjunctions:	conjunctive	adverbs,	coordinating	conjunctions,	correlative	
conjunctions,	and	subordinating	conjunctions.	Review	these	with	clients;	actively	
refer	to	these	lists	with	them	during	sessions.	This	way,	they	can	begin	to	see	
common	usage	and	ways	to	vary	sentence	structure.	The	icing	on	the	cake	of	word	
choice	skills	is	being	able	to	say	the	same	thing	in	multiple	grammatical	
constructions.	Conjunctions	are	a	logical	starting	point.		
	
On	p.	35
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Here	is	an	example	of	an	abbreviated,	incomplete	analysis	statement:		
	
The	environment	that	teen	grows	up	in	is	making	them	“vulnerable	to	dangerous	
behaviors	and	serious	mental	disorders”	(34).	Many	mental	health	problems	start	
here.		
	
Transitioning	to	the	analysis	with	one	of	the	following	templates	should	result	in	
smoother	style	and	deeper	analysis:	
	

1) Repeat	a	key	word	or	idea	from	the	quote	to	emphasize	the	quote’s	relevance	
(“X”	results	in/means/does	Y.):	Their	“vulnerability”	means	mental	health	
problems	could	begin	in	the	teenage	years.	

2) Begin	analysis	statements	with	“by”	or	“because”	and	then	refer	to	part	of	the	
quote	(By/Because	X,	something	happens/is	true/must	be	done.):	By	
recognizing	negative	affects,	parents	and	teachers	can	try	to	prevent	or	
address	mental	health	problems	before	the	teens	grow	older.		

3) Label	the	evidence	(This	X	does	Y.):	This	risk/weakness/threat	intensifies	
the	need	to	educate	families	about	how	to	help	teens	build	confidence	while	
they	are	still	teens.			

	
With	a	set	of	templates,	clients	can	slowly	build	transition	skills	while	staying	
focused	on	the	content	of	their	paper.		
	
Independent	Proofreading	for	Word	Choice	Issues	
	
When	clients	are	familiar	with	the	above	resources	and	skills,	they	can	progress	if	
they	give	themselves	time	to	systematically	check	for	informal	language,	imprecise	
verbs,	unfamiliar	words,	and	vague	pronouns.	During	an	editing	session,	show	them	
how	to:		

1) 
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Resources	List	
	
A	Pocket	Style	Manual	

• Informal	language	
• Sentence-to-Sentence	

Transitioning	
	
Interactive	Grammar	Quizzes	

• Phrasal	verbs	
	
Thesaurus.com	

• Precise	verbs	
• Informal	language	test	

	
Vocabulary.com	

• Precise	verbs	
• Word	families/forms	
• Informal	language	test	
• Word	lists	

	
Cambridge	Dictionary


