
A Few Good Words – 
Debunking Writing Myths
Ditch the myth for good writing
By Sally F. Cutler

Report Writing 
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Over the years, you’ve heard a good deal of 
advice about writing, some of it about English 
sentence structure and grammar. Now that 
you’re doing a lot of important writing, you’re 

wondering about the validity of some of this advice.

This column explores some common myths about writing. 
In particular, it examines the myths that you should always 
use active voice, never start a sentence with because, never 
start a sentence with and or but, never end a sentence with a 
preposition, and never split an infinitive. It defines each myth, 
examines its source, and explains why the myth is a myth.

Myth 1: Always use active voice
Definitions
Active and passive are two ways to voice verbs in English. 
Both constructions are grammatically correct, and both are 
independent of tense, which is a separate characteristic of 
verbs. Here are examples of active and passive voice:

 Active voice: The finance department updated the 
procedures.

 Passive voice: The procedures were updated by the 
finance department.

Here’s how the grammar of active voice di!ers from the 
grammar of passive voice.

 Active voice places what we call the active agent in the 
subject position and places the receiver of the action 
as the object of the verb. In the example, the finance 
department is the active agent and is the subject of the 
verb (updated), and the procedures is the passive receiver 
and is the object of the verb.

 Passive voice places the receiver of the action in the 
subject position and places the active agent as the 
object of a preposition (often the word by). In the 
example, the procedures is the passive receiver and is 
the subject of the verb (were updated), and the finance 
department is the active agent and is the object of the 
preposition (by).

Sources of the myth
The main source of the active-voice myth is the reasonable 
notion that sentences should be as concise and direct as 
possible. And it’s true that active voice yields a shorter 
construction than does the full form of passive voice. In the 
examples, active voice yields a six-word sentence, while 
passive voice yields an eight-word sentence.
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Active voice yields a shorter construction than the full form of passive voice.

Another source of the active-voice myth may be the impact 
of a style-checking option in Microsoft Word®. Specifically, 
this style-checking option flags passive voice when you run 
the spell check. It then o!ers the comment, “Passive voice 
(Consider revising).” By calling attention to passive voice, the 
style checker implies that passive voice is at best suspect 
and at worst incorrect.

Why the myth is a myth
Conciseness and directness are not the only notions you 
should consider in deciding how to voice the verb. In fact, 
emphasis and tone are equally important.

 Emphasis: Both constructions emphasize the subject 
of the verb. Thus, you need to consider which is more 
important to the idea you are expressing: the active 
agent or the passive receiver. In addition, you can 
enhance the emphasis in passive voice by dropping the 
active agent altogether. Such a construction is called 
a truncated passive. A truncated passive is appropriate 
when the active agent is unimportant or unknown. Here 
is the truncated passive of the example sentence: The 
procedures were updated. 

 Tone: The choice of active or passive voice influences 
tone. Because active voice is more direct—and names 
the active agent—the tone of active voice is often 
harsher. Passive voice is generally milder, and truncated 
passive is milder still.

Finally, it is simply impractical to try to force all verbs into 
active voice. Speakers of English routinely switch fluidly 
between active and passive as they make instantaneous 
decisions about which suits their meaning best. And writing 
should be fluid in the same way.

Compare the following examples. In the first example, all 
constructions are forced into active voice; in the second 
example, several have been switched to passive.

 Example 1: All active voice
In a sample of 25 purchase requisitions, 12 lacked 
approvals at the appropriate level. Specifically, supervisors 
approved 10 requisitions that managers should have 
approved, and managers approved 2 requisitions that 
the director should have approved. Approvals beyond 

the designated level of authority expose the organization 
to the risk of inappropriate purchases. Management 
should enforce procedures for purchase requisitions and 
monitor purchase requisitions to ensure that only those at 
appropriate levels approve requisitions.

 Example 2: Mixed active and passive voice
In a sample of 25 purchase requisitions, 12 lacked 
approvals at the appropriate level. Specifically, 10 
requisitions that should have been approved by 
managers were approved by supervisors, and 2 
that should have been approved by the director 
were approved by managers. Approvals beyond the 
designated level of authority expose the organization 
to the risk of inappropriate purchases. Purchase-
requisition procedures should be enforced, and purchase 
requisitions should be monitored to ensure they are 
approved at appropriate levels.

Myth 2: Never start a sentence with because
Definitions
The word because is like since, while, although, whereas, 
as and others. These words make it impossible for what 
follows them to stand alone as complete ideas; they form 
introductory elements, which are sometimes phrases and 
sometimes clauses. These phrases and clauses are what we 
call sentence fragments. In the following examples, notice 
that what starts with because and ends with the comma 
cannot stand alone.

 Because of county-wide power outages, three hospitals 
relied on generators for 10 to 14 days following the 
hurricane. (Because starts a phrase.)

 Because a formal training program had not been 
implemented, the process was executed inconsistently. 
(Because starts a clause.)

Sources of the myth
The most likely source of this myth is the well-intentioned 
e!orts of teachers to stop their students from writing 
sentence fragments. Suppose the teacher poses the 
question, “Why did Washington cross the Delaware River?” 
A number of students are likely to respond, “Because he 
had to get to the other side.” That response is a sentence 
fragment. 
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Now, the teacher has a dilemma. She can either dive into 
explaining the nature of sentence fragments—including 
explaining phrases and clauses—or she can take an easier 
way out: she can advise her students never to begin a 
sentence with the word because and so never to make that 
particular sentence-fragment mistake.

Why the myth is a myth
No grammar rationale supports this myth, and no sound 
writing resource advocates for it. In 1926, the English-
language usage giant H.W. Fowler dubbed myths such as 
this superstitions. The contemporary usage guru Bryan A. 
Garner has collected this myth (along with others, some of 
which you will encounter in the rest of this column) in his 
books A Dictionary of Modern American Usage (1998) and 
Garner’s American English (2003).

Furthermore, any number of skilled writers begin sentences 
with because, and speakers do so routinely. One of the 
hallmarks of a writing myth is that it contradicts the way 
fluent, native speakers of a language form sentences.

Myth 3: Never start a sentence with and or but
Definitions
These words are what we call coordinating conjunctions: 
they coordinate and conjoin ideas. Those ideas may be 
individual words, phrases, or various types of clauses. Here 
are examples of and and but joining independent clauses:

 Accounting treatment of derivative transactions is 
complex, and the finance department should be 
consulted.

 The system produced appropriate and timely reports, but 
these reports were not consolidated and supplied to the 
appropriate agencies.

In each example, notice that the clauses before and after 
each conjunction are independent clauses. That is, each is 
the equivalent of a complete sentence, even though the two 
clauses are contained in the same sentence—bounded by a 
capital letter and a period.

Sources of the myth
A misplaced notion of correctness or formality drives 
this myth. Specifically, the notion is that coordinating 
conjunctions must coordinate within a sentence, not 
between sentences, and that these conjunctions should 
never start a free-standing sentence.

Why the myth is a myth
Allowing conjunctions to start sentences not only reflects 
common speech patterns but also adds energy and 
momentum. You can, of course, always find a substitute for 

the conjunction. For example, you can substitute in addition 
for and and however for but. But starting with the conjunction 
conveys the same meaning and moves the reader ahead 
e!ectively and vigorously—as this sentence illustrates.

Myth 4: Never end a sentence with a preposition
Definitions
Prepositions are words that show position or relationship. 
They precede that position, hence, their name pre-positions. 
Examples include above, alongside, among, at, behind, below, 
by, for, from, in, on, over, to, under, and with. Notice how they 
function in the following examples:

 Bids received from previously barred vendors must be 
given additional scrutiny by the legal department.

 The 2012 regulations apply to three of the four facilities 
managed jointly with the physician’s group.

Here are examples of what the myth would have you avoid:

 Preposition at the end: The process requires 
documenting the vendors that reports are sent to.

How the myth would have you revise: The process requires 
documenting the vendors to whom reports are sent.

 Preposition at the end: We were not able to determine 
the country that the materials had been received from.

How the myth would have you revise: We were not able 
to determine the country from which the materials had 
been received.

Sources of the myth
Some say that this myth grew up during the 18th century 
when some language mavens tried to align English 
grammar with Latin grammar, which they viewed as 
superior. In Latin, the preposition always precedes the 
position, so the notion was that dangling the preposition 
o! the end of an English sentence was bad grammar. 
Fowler, Garner, and countless others categorize this myth 
as a superstition. Unfortunately, it has been repeated so 
often—even by teachers—that many take it to be a hard-
and-fast grammar rule.

Why the myth is a myth
As Garner notes, writers have placed prepositions at the end 
of English sentences since Chaucer’s time. In fact, trying to 
get prepositions inside sentences results in sentences that 
no native speaker of English would ever construct.

The most famous example of this myth’s inappropriateness 
comes from Winston Churchill. Challenged by an editor to 
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get his prepositions inside his sentences, Churchill is quoted 
as saying, “That is the type of arrant pedantry up with which 
I will not put.”

Myth 5: Never split an infinitive
Definitions
An infinitive is the tense-free form of the verb; it consists 
of the word to plus the root of the verb. When you split an 
infinitive you insert a word—almost always an adverb—
between to and the verb. Here are examples of split infinitives:

 The organization has developed a process to rapidly 
update disaster response actions as conditions require.

 Management needs to consistently monitor system access 
and privacy restrictions.

Sources of the myth
Like the dangling-preposition myth, this one likely developed 
from the misguided attempt to align English grammar with 
Latin grammar. And like the dangling-preposition myth, this 
one has been widely promulgated—again by teachers—so 
that many take it to be a hard-and-fast rule.

Why the myth is a myth
In many sentences, you simply cannot avoid splitting an 
infinitive if you want your meaning to be clear. Consider what 
happens to our examples when you try to avoid the split:

 Split infinitive: The organization has developed a process 
to rapidly update disaster response actions as conditions 
require.

Bad revision one: The organization has developed a 
process rapidly to update disaster response actions as 
conditions require.

Bad revision two: The organization has developed a 
process to update rapidly disaster response actions as 
conditions require.

Bad revision three: The organization has developed a 
process to update disaster response actions rapidly as 
conditions require.

 Split infinitive: Management needs to consistently monitor 
system access and privacy restrictions.

Bad revision one: Management needs consistently to 
monitor system access and privacy restrictions.

Bad revision two: Management needs to monitor 
consistently system access and privacy restrictions.

Bad revision three: Management needs to monitor system 
access and privacy restrictions consistently.

A critical look at writing myths
You’re realizing that not all writing advice is sound. You’ll 
check before you jump to make a change based on a notion 
you heard somewhere about what’s correct and what’s not. 
Instead, you’ll seek out a definitive source—maybe even 
spring for an up-to-date usage guide—so you won’t fall prey 
to writing myths. NP
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The tone of active voice is often harsher.  
Passive voice is generally milder

An economist is an exper t who will know tomorrow why the things he predicted yesterday didn’t happen today.  
~ Laurence J. Peter
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