Academic Writing Tips

                    -by Ron and Beth

Brackets

     Writers use brackets to enclose any words or phrases that they have inserted into a word-for-word quotation.  This is commonly done to correct or explain something in the quote

         EX:                             

             Russell said, “Life is hard.  Then you die. Then you rot [decompose, decay].  

     In this case, the word “rot” is defined and shows the readers that this was not in the original.

     Brackets are also used to insert words or phrases into information that is already in parentheses.  This usage is discouraged since it is awkward and interrupts the reading process.  The following sentence demonstrates how awkward such structures can be:

         EX:

              Russell, a remarkable man, has been chosen by Stanford University (located in 

              central California [an area also known for its wine production] near San Jose) to

              head the research department.

     A mistake, such as an error in spelling, usage or fact, in a quoted original passage can be corrected and inserted in brackets.  This may be necessary to clarify the information.

         EX:

              During the news conference the general stated, “Given the circumstances, we have 

              [had] no choice but to attack.”

     Another method of correcting is adding the Latin word sic (meaning thus or so) in brackets to highlight the error without correcting it.

         EX:

              Shaw wrote, “the nation of Culombia [sic] will overcome its present problems and 

              amaze the world.”

Most professional writers now find the insertion of sic to mark errors a bit snobbish.  It is easier to just correct the obvious error or to paraphrase the sentence so that the error is avoided

completely.
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