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Writing English as a Second Language
By William Zinsser

DON’T BE MISLED:

This article’s title suggests a narrow audience of
journalism graduate students for whom English was not their primary language.
However, William Zinser’s message is critical for any would-be communicator,
regardless of the discourse medium, message, audience, or primary language.

What Fund Raisers Can Learn From William
Zinsser's Advice to International Students
Effective fund raising depends on the effective use of language. So, to help nonprofit executives write better copy,
raise more money, and serve more people, William Zinsser gave me permission to freely distribute this article.
English was a second language for his audience. And my linguistics research suggests that effective fund-raising
discourse is a second language for nonprofit leaders too. My computer analysis of 1.5 million words of copy in
2,412 documents found that the typical fund appeal reads like academic prose and has less narrative content
than an official document. There appeared to be an inverse relationship between a leader's level of education and his
or her writing effectiveness. Leaders seemed to be writing for professors who were no longer there rather than for
donors they hoped would give. Such higher education prose favors an abstract, highly-informational, impersonal tone
while an effective fund appeal makes a personal connection, tells a story, and shows how a donor's gift can change a
life. From Zinsser, you'll learn five keys to writing better: narrative, brevity, clarity, simplicity and humanity. Enjoy. FCD

Contents
What fund raisers can learn from William Zinsser’s advice to international students . . . . . 1
Letter from William Zinsser on sources for learning how to write well . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
Writing English as a Second Language . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
Biography of William Zinsser and recommended bibliography. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
The Making of a Great American Writer: William K. Zinsser . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . 14
William Zinsser’s Commencement Speech at Wesleyan University, 1988 . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15
Who would care about my story? Example of a connecting narrative moment . . . . . . . . . 19

February 7, 2013

Point of Departure - Winter 2010

Writing English as a Second Language
By William Zinsser

1 of 9

2 of 9

3 of 9

4 of 9

5 of 9

6 of 9

7 of 9

8 of 9

9 of 9

About the Author
William Knowlton Zinsser (October 7, 1922 - May 12, 2015) was an American writer,
editor, literary critic, and teacher. He began his career as a journalist for the New York Herald
Tribune, where he worked as a feature writer, drama editor, film critic, and editorial writer,
and was a longtime contributor to leading magazines.

William Zinsser

Throughout the 1970s, Zinsser taught writing at Yale University where he was the fifth
master of Branford College (1973–1979). He served as executive editor of the Book-of-theMonth Club from 1979 to 1987. In his hometown of New York City he taught at The New
School and the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism.

His 19 books included On Writing Well, of which more than a million copies have been sold; Writing to Learn;Writing with a
Word Processor; Mitchell & Ruff (originally published as Willie and Dwike); Spring Training; American Places; Easy to
Remember: The Great American Songwriters and Their Songs; Writing About Your Life; and Writing Places, an autobiography.
The American Scholar ran William Zinsser’s weekly web postings in a digital space called Zinsser on Friday, featuring
short essays on writing, the arts, and popular culture. (This piece was one of those American Scholar publications.)
In his books, Zinsser emphasized word economy. Author James J. Kilpatrick, in his book The Writer’s Art says
that if he were limited to just one book on how to write, it would be William Zinsser’s On Writing Well. He adds,
“Zinsser’s sound theory is that ‘writing improves in direct ratio to the number of things we can keep out of it.’”
Many high school teachers have incorporated Zinsser’s writing into their lesson plans. Some teachers even go as
far as to tell their students to “Zinsser” their work (Zinsser used as a verb, meaning to eliminate clutter from writing).
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It doesn’t matter what’s inside if the envelope doesn’t get opened. Nor does it matter that the envelope gets opened if what’s inside doesn’t get read.
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Sobering Reports on the Channels Donors Prefer to Use for Charitable Giving . . .
• In their 2011 donorCentrics™ report, Blackbaud found of 15.6 million donors who gave $1.16 Billion in 2010, 10% gave online, 79% gave in
response to direct mail, and 11% were prompted to give through other means. They concluded, “it is clear that direct mail giving is still the
overwhelming majority of revenue, and organizations must optimize multi-channel giving versus hyper-focusing on Internet giving alone.”
• A 2018 Blackbaud report found that, in 2017, “7.6% of overall fundraising, excluding grants, was raised online.” That meant that the digital share
of online fund raising had plummeted 24% since 2010!
• A 2018 report by digital research firm M+R warned that, at the prevailing 0.0006 online response rate, “a nonprofit has to email 1,667 recipients
just to generate a single donation.”
• And a January, 2019 M+R report describes December 2018 giving: “For the 23 organizations where we collected year over year data, the median
group saw December revenue figures down 9% and email revenue down 18%, overall gift count was down 15%, and average gift size was down 3%.”
So, to paraphrase Mark Twain: “News of Direct Mail’s Death has been greatly exaggerated!”
Frank C. Dickerson, Ph.D. | 7412 Club View Drive, Suite 200 | Highland, California 92346-3993 USA | direct: 909-864-2798 toll free: 888-HighTouch (444-4868) fax: 509-479-2690

The Making of a Great American Writer: William K. Zinsser
William Knowlton Zinsser (October 7, 1922 - May 12, 2015) was a
Princeton graduate, World War II veteran, newspaperman, American
writer, editor, literary critic, and teacher. He began his career as a
journalist for the New York Herald Tribune, where he worked as a feature
writer, drama editor, film critic, and editorial writer, and has been a
longtime contributor to leading magazines.
Throughout the 1970s, Zinsser taught writing at Yale University
where he was the fifth master of Branford College (1973–1979). He
served as executive editor of the Book-of-the-Month Club from 1979 to
1987. After returning to New York City, his hometown, he taught at The
New School and the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism.

William Zinsser at the house in
Connecticut where he wrote On
Writing Well in summer of 1974

William Zinsser’s 19 books include On Writing Well, which sold more
than a million copies; Writing to Learn; Writing with a Word Processor;
Mitchell & Ruff (originally published as Willie and Dwike); Spring Training;
American Places; Easy to Remember: The Great American Songwriters
and Their Songs; Writing About Your Life; and Writing Places, an
autobiography. The American Scholar ran William Zinsser’s weekly web
postings in a series called, Zinsser on Friday, featuring his short essays on
writing, the arts, and popular culture. To access his archived American
h Scholar posts, visit https://theamericanscholar.org/william-zinsser/

In his pedagogy, Zinsser emphasized word economy. in his book, The Writer’s Art, author James J. Kilpatrick
writes that if he were limited to just one text on how to write, it would be William Zinsser’s On Writing Well. He
adds: “Zinsser’s sound theory is that ‘writing improves in direct ratio to the number of things we can keep out of it.’”
Many teachers have incorporated Zinsser’s writing into their instruction, some even going as far as to urge
students to “Zinsser” their work, with Zinsser being used as a verb meaning to take the clutter out of copy.
Zinsser delivered to the 1988 graduating class at Wesleyan, the commencement speech that I have reprinted
on the following pages. I include it here as an addendum to his Columbia University speech because it opens a
window on how Zinsser heeded his own advice. He wrote to me, “I would urge you to direct your students to
read and analyze the writers who represent the kind of writing you advocate. They would include Abraham
Lincoln, Henry David Thoreau, George Orwell, E.B. White and Ernest Hemmingway.” I now add Zinsser himself to
that list. His Wesleyan speech illustrates the very points he made to incoming class of international students at
Columbia’s Graduate School of Journalism. He concluded that speech saying:
Ultimately, you're in the storytelling business. We all are. It's the oldest of narrative forms, going
back to the caveman and the crib, endlessly riveting. What happened? Then what happened? Please
remember, in moments of despair, whatever journalistic assignment you've been given, all you have
to do is tell a story, using the simple tools of the English language and never losing your own humanity.
It was natural for Zinsser, when assigned the task of addressing Wesleyan graduates and their families, to
simply tell his own story . . . the story of a life pursuing not the expected easy path, but the path best fit to his
passions and gifts. What he wrote shows that the best prose moves from literacy toward orality and follows the
pattern he encouraged his Columbia students to pursue in their writing: tell a story that is clear, simple, brief and
filled with humanity.
Zinsser practiced what he preached in a very personal narrative describing his own life adventure. He defied
role expectations, faced the unknown, took risks, and overcame setbacks. He overcame the odds because he
married talent to persistent initiative and optimism. Enjoy the read and emulate Bill’s pattern in your own writing.
FCD

William Zinsser’s Commencement Speech at Wesleyan University 1988
The sportswriter Red Smith was one of my heroes. Not long before his own death he gave the
eulogy at the funeral of another writer, and he said, “dying is no big deal. Living is the trick.”
Living is the trick. That’s what we’re all given one chance to do well.
One reason I admire Red Smith was that he wrote about sports for 55 years, with elegance and
humor, without ever succumbing to the pressure, which ruined many sportswriters, that he ought
to be writing about something “serious.” Red Smith found in sportswriting exactly what he
wanted to do and what he deeply loved doing. And because it was right for him, he said more
important things about American values than many writers who wrote about serious subjects—
so seriously that nobody could read them.
Another story.
When I was teaching at Yale, the poet Allen Ginsberg came to talk to my students, and one of
them asked him: “Was there a point at which you consciously decided to become a poet?”
And Ginsberg said: “It wasn’t quite a choice; it was a realization. I was 28 and I had a job as a
market researcher. One day I told my psychiatrist that what I really wanted to do was to quit my
job and just write poetry. And the psychiatrist said, ‘why not?’ And I said, Well, what would the
American Psychoanalytic Association say? And he said, ‘There’s no party line.’ So, I did.”
We’ll never know how big a loss that was for the field of market research. But it was a big
moment for American poetry.
There’s no party line.
Good advice.
You can be your own party line. If living is the trick, what’s crucial for you is to do something
that makes the best use of your own gifts and your own individuality. There’s only one you.
Don’t ever let anyone persuade you that you’re somebody else.
My father was a businessman. His name was William Zinsser, and he had a business called
William Zinsser & Company that had been founded by his grandfather, also named William
Zinsser, who came to New York from Germany in 1849 with a formula for making shellac. He
built a little house and a little factory way uptown at what is now 59th Street and Eleventh
Avenue. I have an old photograph of those two buildings, all alone in an open field full of rocks
that slopes down to the Hudson River. That business stayed there until 15 years ago—a 125
years. It’s very rare for a business to stay in the same family on the same block in midManhattan for a century, and I can assure you that it builds a sense of family continuity. One of
the most vivid memories of my boyhood is how much my father loved his business. He had a
passion for quality; he hated anything second-rate.

Seeing how much he loved his work and how good he was at it, I learned very early what has
been a guiding principle of my life: that what we want to do we will do well. The opposite,
however, is also true: what we don’t want to do we won’t do well—and I had a different dream. I
wanted to be a newspaperman.
Unfortunately, my father had three daughters before he had me. I was his only son. He named me
William Zinsser and looked forward to the day when I’d join him in the business. (In those Dark
Ages the idea that daughters could run a company just as well as sons, or better, was still 20
years off).
It was a ready-made career for me—lifelong security—and maybe I also owed it to my mother
and my sisters to carry on that hundred-year-old family tradition. But when the time came to
choose, I knew that that just wasn’t the right thing for me to do, and I went looking for a
newspaper job, and got one with the New York Herald Tribune, and I loved it from the start.
Of course, that was a moment of great pain for my father—and also for me. But my father never
tried to change my mind. He saw that I was happy, and he wished me well in my chosen work.
That was by far the best gift I ever received, beyond price or value—partly, of course, because it
was an outright gift of love and confidence, but mainly because it freed me from having to fulfill
somebody else’s expectations, which were not the right ones for me.
The Herald Tribune at that time was the best written and best edited newspaper in America. The
older editors on that paper were the people who gave me the values that I’ve tried to apply to my
work ever since, whatever that work has been. They were custodians of the best. When they
made us rewrite what we had written and rewritten, it wasn’t only for our own good; it was for
the honorableness of the craft.
But the paper began to lose money, and the owners gradually cheapened their standards in an
effort to get new readers (which they therefore couldn’t get), and suddenly it was no longer a
paper that was fun to work for, because it was no longer the paper I had loved. So, on that day I
just quit. By then I was married and had a one-year-old daughter, and when I came home and
told my wife that I had quit she said, “what are you going to do now?” which I thought was a fair
question.
And I said, “I guess I’m a freelance writer.” And that’s what I was, for the next eleven years. It’s
a life full of risk: the checks don’t arrive as often as the bills, or with any regularity. But those 11
years were the broadest kind of education; no other job could have exposed me to so many areas
of knowledge.
Also: In those eleven years I never wrote anything that I didn’t want to write. I’d like you to
remember that. You don’t have to do unfulfilling work, or work that diminishes you. You don’t
have to work for people you don’t respect. You’re bright enough to figure out how to do work
that you do want to do, and how to work for people you do want to work for.

Near the end of the ’60s my wife said she thought it might be interesting to live somewhere
besides New York and see what that was like. Well, to suggest to a fourth-generation New
Yorker that there’s life outside New York is heresy. But I began to discuss the idea with friends,
and one of them said, “you know, change is a tonic.”
I didn’t know that.
I was afraid of change; I think most people are.
But I seized on the phrase “change is a tonic” and it gave me the energy to go ahead. I had
always wanted to teach writing: to try to give back some of the things I had learned. So I started
sending letters to colleges all over the country—big colleges, small colleges, colleges nobody
had ever heard of, experimental colleges that I actually went and visited; one was in a redwood
forest in California and one seemed to be in a swamp in Florida—asking if they had some kind
of place for me.
And they didn’t, because I was not an academic—I only had a BA degree, like the one you’ll
have in about five minutes—and it was very discouraging. But finally, one thing led to another.
It always does. If you talk to enough people about your hopes and your dreams, if you poke
down enough roads and keep believing in yourself, sooner or later a circle will connect. You
make your own luck.
Well, one thing led to another, and one day I got a call from a professor at Yale who said he
would take a chance and let me teach an experimental writing course for one term (by the way,
that was almost two years after I had started sending all those letters). And on that slender thread
we sold our apartment in New York and moved to New Haven, a city we had never seen before,
and started a new life.
Yale was totally generous to me, though I was a layman from out of nowhere—a journalist, god
forbid. I was allowed to initiate a nonfiction writing course, which the Yale English department
later adopted, and I was also allowed to be master of one of Yale’s residential colleges. So those
were rich years for me—years of both teaching and learning—because they were unlike anything
I had done before.
Now the fact that Yale let me do all this is the reason I’m telling you the story. I didn’t fit any
academic pattern. But finally, being different was not a handicap. Never be afraid to be different.
Don’t assume that people you’d like to work for have defined their needs as narrowly as you
think they have—that they know exactly who they want. What any good executive is looking for
is general intelligence, breadth, originality, imagination, audacity, a sense of history, a sense of
cultural context, a sense of wonder, a sense of humor, far more than he or she is looking for a
precise fit.
America has more than enough college graduates every year who are willing to go through life
being someone else’s precise fit. What we need are men and women who will dare to break the
mold of tired thinking—who just won’t buy somebody saying, “we’ve always done it this way.
This way is good enough.”

Well, obviously it’s not good enough or the country wouldn’t be in the mess it’s in. I don’t have
to tell you all the areas where this wonderful country is not living up to its best dreams: Poverty.
Inequality. Injustice. Debt. Illiteracy. Health care. Day care. Homelessness. Pollution. Armsspending that milks us of the money that should be going into life-affirming work. There’s no
corner of American life that doesn’t need radically fresh thinking.
Don’t shape yourself to a dumb job; shape the job to your strengths and your curiosity and your
ideals. I’ve told you this story of my life for whatever pieces of it you may have wanted to grab
as it went by... If I had to sum up why my work has been interesting, it’s because I changed the
direction of my life every eight or nine years and never did—or continued to do—what was
expected.
I didn’t go into the family business; I didn’t stay at the Herald Tribune; I didn’t stay in New
York. And I didn’t stay at Yale. In 1979 I made a resume, like every Yale senior (they showed
me how to do it—how to make it look nice), and went job-hunting in New York, and got a job
with the Book-of-the-Month Club, which was still another new field for me, and in many ways
those eight years were the most interesting years of all. So, don’t become a prisoner of any plans
and dreams except your own best plans and dreams.
Don’t assume that if you don’t do what some people seem to be insisting that you do, in this
goal-obsessed and money-obsessed and security-obsessed nation, it’s the end of the world. It’s
not the end of the world. As my experience with my father proves, something very nourishing
can happen—a blessing, a form of grace. Be ready to be surprised by grace.
And be very wary of security as a goal. It may often look like life’s best prize. Usually it’s not....
For you, I hope today will be the first of many separations that will mean the putting behind you
of something you’ve done well and the beginning of something you’ll do just as well, or better.
Keep separating yourself from any project that’s not up to your highest standards of what’s right
for you—and for the broader community where you can affect the quality of life: your home,
your town, your children’s schools, your state, your country, your world.
If living is the trick, live usefully; nothing in your life will be as satisfying as making a
difference in somebody else’s life. Separate yourself from cynics and from peddlers of despair.
Don’t let anyone tell you it won’t work. Men and women, women and men, of the Wesleyan
Class of 1988:
There’s no party line.
You make your own luck.
Change is a tonic.
One thing leads to another.
Living is the trick.
Thank you

“Who Would Care About My Story?” from The AMERICAN SCHOLAR
By William Zinsser | September 30, 2011

Every September they come out of the New York night—20 adults, mostly women, who have signed up for my
course, at the New School, on writing memoir and family history. This is my 20th year of teaching the course, heading out
into the night myself to meet my students and help them wrestle their life narrative onto paper. The women are almost
paralyzed by the thought of writing a memoir. How can they possibly sort out the smothering clutter of the past? But
mainly it’s fear of writing about themselves. My suggested cure always comes down to two words: think small.
They don’t want to think small. They are writers, novitiates in the literary enterprise, duty bound to obey its
rhetorical rules and admonitions. I don’t want them to think of themselves as writers. I want them to think of themselves as
people—women who lead interesting lives and who also write, trusting their own humanity to tell plain stories about their
thoughts and emotions. Why do they think they need permission to be themselves? “Who would care about my story?”
they say. I would. I give them permission to write about the parts of their lives that they have always dismissed as
unimportant.
One woman in my current class, in her late 60s, is from a prominent Christian family in Cairo. In 1953, when she
was 10, the family left for America; her father, a former member of the cabinet of King Farouk, was out of favor with the
new Nasser regime. They packed only their winter clothes, not wanting to reveal that they were leaving forever.
In America the girl from Cairo would have a long and successful career in broadcasting. But that really wasn’t her
story; thousands of immigrants before her had lived the same dream. Her story—the emotional core of her life—was the
privileged girlhood in Cairo and the jagged rip that one day tore the whole fabric apart. I asked if she had ever written
about those years; she deeply wanted to and was upset that she couldn’t.
“I don’t know enough about the political history of modern Egypt,” she said. “I’d need to do a lot of research
first.” I told her she isn’t Thomas L. Friedman and I’m glad she isn’t. There is no shortage of pundits who will write sober
books about the Nasser era, but none of them can write her story, and it won’t need scholarly bolstering. If she just tells
the story of one Egyptian family she will also tell the story of many other families under duress.
That idea had never occurred to her. Her gloom lifted. She was free! The following week she left me a brief
manuscript called “A Fragment.” Its sentences were dead simple:

At last it’s time to leave. We’re at the gate in front of the house and the Buick is ready to go. My
brother and I have been ready for hours, or so it seems. I tug at my Mother’s hand, but she’s elsewhere,
awash in tears. I really can’t think why. We’re off on an aeroplane–what could be better. But Mom
doesn’t see this journey my way at all. She has already wept her way through the house and checked
that all the furniture is covered with white sheets. Covering the furniture with sheets to protect them
against Egypt’s wicked sun usually means going to Alexandria for the summer. I’ve loved everything
about those summers except for the endless naps we children have to sustain until we can go onto the
beach again.
But this trip isn’t to Alexandria. There has been endless talk in the house of “America.” And I
know it’s serious because whenever it comes up, Mom develops an errand for me to run. …
Every one of those seemingly small details is recognizably true. What child hasn’t heard adults whispering of plans
not meant for children to hear?
I asked the woman from Egypt if she had ever written anything like that before. She never had. Amazing! Why did
it take almost 70 years? She was not a timid person; she told our class that she had recently bicycled from Berlin to
Copenhagen. Why doesn’t that confidence carry over to writing?
Dare to tell the smallest of stories if you want to generate large emotions.
Editor's Note: The above is an example of what I call a connecting narrative moment—a poignant segment of text that places a protagonist in a
scene, narrated with concrete language, designed to assault the five senses and cause the reader to imagine him- or herself in that scene. It forces
the reader to experience what the protagonist experienced: fear or safety, joy or sadness, loss or gain, love or hate, dread or hope. It creates
verisimilitude by following the old writers rule: "Don't tell me, show me." In a narrated scene, actions displace a lesser writer's abstractions. FCD

Reprinted by permission from The AMERICAN SCHOLAR, September 30, 2011. Copyright © 2011 by William K. Zinsser.
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