


CHOPPING: 
In search of better texts
– wrestling with Hemingway and Grammarly to improve style

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good afternoon, Everyone!�Here you have visual representation of the famous German Bandwurmsatz, and a hand-held hatchet for dealing with the the offending tapeworm sentence thus depicted.
As we all know, “honing our craft” whether translating, revising, or writing – means writing better. 

Writing better texts often involves chopping sentences in two – or chopping out unnecessary words or phrases.
Whatever text you produce can be clearer, more concise, and easier to read on a second or third pass.





�



Axing is Taxing
• Economy of action when tweaking 

your text
• Use a tool and save your muscle 

power for the harder stuff.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Axing is taxing, so we need tools to help us.

This talk will focus using two online tools - Hemingway and Grammarly  - to train yourself to write better texts.
Using these tools as a guide when editing your work for clarity allows you to
make conscious decisions more easily, because the tools point to possible problem areas.



Style
• Nebulous
• Subjective
• Mutable

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Oh, you say, my written style is fine. It’s already clear. It’s fit for purpose.
You might be right.
The problem, when considering what good style is, is that the concept itself is nebulous, subjective and mutable.

By mutable, I mean that what is considered good style changes over time. Even in the last ten years, we have seen shifts in the general definition of good written style.�I don’t have definitive answers about what constitutes good style but, like Hemingway and Grammarly, I can pick out what doesn’t work.
And re-work it so that it does.




Aims

• Improve readability
• Ensure understanding
• Scannability – hidden marketing 

motives – prevent users from 
clicking away

• Engage your reader
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’re not chopping for chopping’s sake. We’ve got goals.
One thing you might not be familiar with is scannability.
Some 79% of internet users scan web pages instead of reading word for word.
If you’re translating websites, product specs, or, at a pinch, press releases you need a strategy to increase the scannability of the text.

https://www.internalresults.com/blog/write-simple-scannable-content 

This link gives you ideas on how to write simple, scannable content. The 629-word article comes in at a Hemingway Grade 7. The proof is in the writing!
It mentions introducing subheadings, keeping sentences and paragraphs short, bullet points wherever possible, plenty of white space, and one idea per paragraph.




Metrics

• Language is full of attempts to impose hard 
metrics on a wriggly subject – like our 
tapeworm sentences.

• Cooperation by all concerned results in a 
better outcome.

• A hatchet is useful
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
How do you know –beyond gut feel – that you’re achieving scannable text that is easy to read?

You don’t, except if you use tools that will give you a rough guide. 

Let’s look at the metrics that Hemingway and Grammarly use and how they help you with your hatchet job(s).
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the Home screen of the Hemingway app: https://hemingwayapp.com/ and is fairly self-explanatory.
The online version is free.
The Desktop app – which you can use offline – costs USD 19.99, details of which can be found here: https://hemingwayapp.com/ and you can work with it on your own computer.



Hemingway 
Metrics
• Readability is graded on a scale of 0 to 16. 

Grade 14 and above are labelled 
Postgraduate.

• The average American reads at Grade 8 level 
(students aged 13–14 years)

• Content platforms recommend Grade 9 or 
below.

• Colour-coded Grading is based on
• Number of adverbs
• Use of the passive voice
• Phrases that have a simpler alternative
• Sentence being hard to read
• Sentences being very hard to read

• Other hidden elements such as vocabulary 
choice, word length.

General principle: Shorter is sweeter.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Henry James, author of The Portrait of a Lady and The Bostonians, is known for his descriptive slow moving – and some would say, boring, style.
The opening three pages of The Portrait of a Lady – now free to read online here: https://www.gutenberg.org/files/2833/2833-h/2833-h.htm#link2HCH0001 – are a case in point.



Yes, but
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
My gut reaction when I first used Hemingway experimentally for blog writing and Facebook posts about 7 years ago was to rail against its censure of adverbs.
While Hemingway gleefully picks on adverbs ending in –ly, it is not so clever at spotting adverbial phrases. So, it will highlight “generally” and “particularly”, but not “in general” or “in particular”.
Similarly (you might opt to write “Likewise” instead here), it takes offence at “frequently”, but “often” goes unnoticed.
I doubt the author Ernest Hemingway himself would worry much about many of the “words that have a simpler alternative” that the Hemingway app flags, and will concede that sometimes the Hemingway app is a little too draconian for my liking.
But I am not the reader of what I write. And we always need to consider our audience and the purpose of our text. 
Let’s look at why I need Hemingway.
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Example Before

After

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The above example is the introduction to an article on supply chain management in manufacturing.
It is a monolingual English piece that falls into the category of “content writing”.

Compare the top excerpt (Grade 16) with the bottom one (Grade 10).
I am sure we can all agree that the bottom excerpt is easier to read.

It is enitrely possible to make such changes without the use of any tools, but the Hemingway colour coding is useful.

The tool does not tell me that “comprehensive “is unnecessary. Or that I was being a pompous ass by writing that way.
But it does show me where I had gone overboard and obscured the message.

As an introduction, the aim of these words is to get the reader to continue reading, and not click away. 
Even determined readers would have zoned out by the third sentence in the top excerpt. 
The bottom excerpt has a chance of getting the reader to continue reading. 




Grammarly Metrics
• Inside Grammarly’s algorithm you’ll find:

• traces of the souls of all your 
former language teachers

• grammar police zombies.
• Choice of English variant
• It checks everything that Hemingway does, 

but offers a lot more.
• Running commentary down the right 

margin of your text, with colour coded lines 
showing possible areas of improvement.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Grammarly helps correct one’s natural idiosyncracies, as the Facebook post on the next slide shows 

The free version comes as a Google Chrome extension.�If you want the detailed suggestions Grammarly makes, buy the Grammarly Premium which is a good Add-in for Word. Annual cost is around USD 140.00, but there are often sales promotions offering big discounts. I purchased my first year’s subscription for USD 75.00.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Grammarly Premium Add-in gives you a screen like this in Word
So around 4,200 words in the whole document. 184 issues.
Grammarly helps me decide about commas. 

But it cannot see that “I told it to leave forthwith” is humorous. Nor can it see that the suggested alternatives - “immediately” or “instantly” - do not have the same effing effect.

On a recent edit of 35,000 words for a coffee-table book I had around 2,700 “issues”. You can look at all issues at once, or simply check each one of the five options on their own:�
Correctness �Clarity�Engagement�Delivery�Plagiarism
�Like PerfectIt, Grammarly slavishly notes each anomaly, even if it is repeated 50 times in your document. 
So, it is potentially annoying when something like “this is a great red”, meaning wine, or “the oenologist wanted to create a wine that better expressed the region’s terroir” are flagged as errors. 
Yes, you can have “a wine”.



How do you chop, yet retain your style?

• Writer and translator, Lydia Davis, often cited as the person who came up with the 
idea of flash fiction, and winner of the Man Booker Prize in 2013, was praised by 
the New Yorker for her “lucidity, aphoristic brevity, formal originality, sly comedy, 
metaphysical bleakness, philosophical pressure, and human wisdom.”

Typically her stories run for between three and four pages. But many are as brief as 
a paragraph, or a sentence.

• She has tips for writing:

“Revise notes constantly—try to develop the ability to read 

them as though you had never seen them before, to see how well they communicate.
Constant revision, whether or not you’re going to “do” anything with what 
you’ve written, also teaches you to write better in the 
first place, when you first write something 
down.”

This is something that we instinctively know.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Your style is your style.�By being a diligent chopper, your style will improve.



Translate or write first, get your ideas formulated
Hemingway & Grammarly both check as you type or 
dictate. This can be distracting.
Do the bulk of checking (Grammarly) and chopping
(Hemingway) later.WORKFLOWS
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• Write Draft 1:
• Get rid of typos – Grammarly provides red non-wiggly lines for spelling and 

grammtical errors.
• Read through for sense
• Do some chopping here if you want, unaided by the machines
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• Copy and paste your text into Google Docs — for a change of scene — and see what 

Grammarly comes up with.
• Always use your original Word document as the master and make changes there –

copying from Hemingway into Word messes up line and paragraph spacing
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TIPS for copying and pasting into Hemingway.
• Ctrl+A = Select All in Word.
• Ctrl +C
• In Hemingway: Ctrl A to Select All, then hit Delete – this “clears the slate” to give 

you an accurate grade on your latest version
• Crtl + V = Paste in Hemingway



• Grade Level?
• You can always chop at least two digits from your Grade Level, e.g. 14 to 12, 12 to 10, 10 to 9, 

then 8, and so on.
• Tackle those sentences that are supposedly very hard to read.

• Analyse them yourself and ask why they are difficult to read?
• Long terms, like “logistics supply chain management”?
• If a sentence is too long, consider getting rid of the subordinate clause.
• Despite all advice to use them sparingly, I love conjunctions and subordinate clauses.
• How many difficult-to-read-sentences can you get away with, without your readers 

zoning out? In an article of 500 words, say? Probably two.
• Rephrase sentences changing from the passive to the active voice wherever possible.
• Eliminate adverbs. Change “frequently” to “often” if you can.

More on Step 3 in Hemingway



• Refrain from swearing when Grammarly does not recognise a collective noun 
which does not require a definite or indefinite article,
e.g., Society is complex. 

Disruption is what drives innovation.
• Do not get into the weeds.  
• Parenthetical commas are also a weak point of Grammarly.
• Consider whether parenthetical commas are necessary.
• Grammarly does not know best. You do. 
• Grammarly is a tool to force you to examine what you have written.
• It helps you, over time, to identify your weak points.

More on Step 3 in Grammarly



Grammarly Gripes 1
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here, XYZ Imprints is the name of a company. 
I use “it” as the pronoun of choice for corporate entities.
Grammarly is making what is a frequent erroneous assumption: that the pronoun is referring to the last noun (here: manufacturers) to which it mind-boggingly insists the pronoun should agree. 
No. Dismiss that!



Grammarly Gripes 2
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I do not think Grammarly is correct here.  If it is not fermentation of the wine, what else could it be?
Yes, my final version did have a comma after “palate”. 

Translating Portuguese into English without changing the word order often results in dangling modifiers. Grammarly helps point them out.



Figure out your own order of dealing with checking and 
chopping issues in Grammarly and Hemingway

Follow the same method every time.

CHOPPING ESSENTIALS:

Questions from the Chat feed?

Presenter
Presentation Notes

I will take a couple of burning questions from the chat feed that Louise has identified.
We will spend up to five minutes on questions.�Then I will show you a brief example, similar to the exercise you are about to do, of the kind changes you can think about during your own workshop exercise.�
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Excerpt from the PerfectIt blog post, Can Artificial 
Intelligence Ever Replace Human Copy-Editors?
7 November, 2017
https://intelligentediting.com/blog/can-artificial-intelligence-ever-replace-human-copy-
editors/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Previous%20Trial%207%20Will%20AI%20Replace%20Human%20Edit
ors&utm_content=Previous%20Trial%207%20Will%20AI%20Replace%20Human%20Editors+CID_a8dad7984d1a48a0
1799d756ebfaaaf3&utm_source=Campaign%20Monitor&utm_term=Heres%20why 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before we get onto the group exercise chosen for this workshop, let’s look at the type of transformation that is possible in pursuit of clarity, scannability, and stylistic improvement.�This text is an excerpt from the second paragraph of a PerfectIt blogpost.



Chopping in Progress
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Sample Exercise: From 
Grade 12 to Grade 8
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I considered the whole blog post from which this text was taken before making changes. Changes took 10 minutes.
Even though this sample re-working is very different from its previous draft, it does three things, imho:
�1. It corrects the factual confusion surrounding “expert systems” as presented in the serial list in the original, and brings clarity to what the different technologies actually are
2. It breaks down at a glance what AI can do
3. The last paragraph leads into the subject of the next subheading (Editing is a human skill)
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Article entitled “The big idea: should we work less?” by Sarah Jaffe, writing for The 
Guardian, 11 October 2021

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/oct/11/should-we-work-
less?utm_term=Autofeed&CMP=twt_gu&utm_medium&utm_source=Twitter#Echobox=1633937811

Your workshop exercise — let’s go chopping!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This text has been posted in the chat
Rules:�For the purposes of this exercise, you may improve this text in any way whatsoever.
You may edit or change anything, including what appears as direct speech,�You may introduce subheadings or bullet points, and change paragraphing. 
Keep sentences and paragraphs short. 
Remember that old rule of one main idea per paragraph.
�Task
Work in groups to reduce the Hemingway Grade to 9 or below.�Paste your text and Hemingway Grade in the chat when your return from the breakout rooms.
You have 25 minutes. Get chopping!


https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/oct/11/should-we-work-less?utm_term=Autofeed&CMP=twt_gu&utm_medium&utm_source=Twitter#Echobox=1633937811


One possible chopped version:

25

Discussion from the Chat feed

Presenter
Presentation Notes
AW version done in 20 minutes – hence 25 minutes allocated for participants in Workshop.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
[This slide made space for the Zoom chat feed, so people could compare three versions at once.]�This worked quite well – with the help of an able moderator. �I praised some tactics, and it was a bit like an impromptu editing slam for a couple of minutes.



THE CHOPPING 
CONCLUSION: 

Producing quality texts consistently is 
a risky business.
Safety nets are essential – as is a 
well-honed editorial hatchet.
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Thank you for your kind attention.

Time for Q&A.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I forgot to mention during the presentation that neither Hemingway nor Grammarly replace your better judgement.
And your trusty style guides should take precedence over anything these two applications might suggest.

There is also nothing stopping you from using PerfectIt or Stylewriter (or Microsoft Word Spellcheck/Editor) after doing the Hemingway and Grammarly revision.
And then, you might just want to turn off all gadgets and read the “almost final” document undisturbed for that final polishing that will make your text shine.

[Q&A was quite quiet – as I had anticipated it might be. The Q&A at Slide 20 dealt with two questions 
1. Lack of confidentiality - to which I said that one could always request the client's permission to use Hemingway. Grammarly Premium claims its confidential, but it is cloud-based, so take that with a pinch of salt. 
2. Introducing errors after revision? – so I said that’s why you have to do several rounds of checking – copy and paste into Hemingway relentlessly. 
I am guessing people had lots of time to talk out their issues during the 25 minute breakout sessions. So, I had three extra slides. -> ->
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OTHER STUFF: Grammarly on Margaret Atwood
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I had this slide and the next two in reserve in case we had some extra time after Q&A. We did, so I spoke to them.�The notes on these three slides were made after the event.
Tweet from Margaret Atwood (age 82) soon after COVID-19 lockdown – March 2020.  At the time I retweeted it saying “look at this perfect sentence” or some such. Postgraduate level on Hemingway. Grammarly did not pick up the missing full stop – aside from its grappling with the novel idea of “old pickled ox” being something one could, possible, eat..



OTHER STUFF: 
Li
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Somehow I segued from the Atwood slide to “character counts (with spaces) are often important”, and just spoke to varied sentence lengths, and supplied attendees with the requisite Excel formula.



OTHER STUFF: 
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After

Before
By kind permission of translator Steve Dyson.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Someone asked a question abouth whether there was ever a situation where Hemingway was of no help at all – citing academic texts.�I answered that I used Hemingway for Abstracts – very useful - but that a during recent translation I did from French of a journal article in the “human sciences”, Grammarly was hopeless, and Hemingway was of no real use.�
Then I brought up this slide: A Steve Dyson/Allison Wright product after about four back-and-forths – and whole article still at Grade 13. Steve commented during the presentation, which was nice, about tailoring the text to a specific audience, knowledgeable about and interested in the technical information these articles convey. �I said that I was useless at translating this sort of text even though I tried for seven months – and Steve would agree – but that he did rely on me to spot things like “said.... In his opening address at” and change it swiftly to “was speaking at”. And Steve agreed. Collaborative revision + chopping is a good combination. I made a quick remark on the specific intended audience of the text, and that Grade 13 here, with all the long tech jargony words, was the best we could hope for.�I concluded a second time saying that Grammarly, but especially Hemingway with these stark visuals help you zoom out from the nitty-gritty of punctuation and sentence length and see your text as a cohesive whole.�I thanked everyone for their enthusiastic participation and interesting edits of the workshop texts, and handed over to the Moderator to wrap up the session.��
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