
LITERACY FOCUS 4: 
IMPRECISE PRONOUNS



WHAT IS A PRONOUN?

A pronoun is a word that takes the place of a noun or noun phrase:.

Noun or noun phrase pronoun

the table it

the doctor she/he

the hungry children they

my girlfriend and I we

the proud parents they

the hydrochloric acid it

the soldier in the trenches he



TASK: WHICH PRONOUN WOULD 
REPLACE THE FOLLOWING NOUNS OR 

NOUN PHRASES?

1.    the poet

2.   the glacier

3.   the dilapidated, badly-lit car park on the edge of town 

4.   the brave mountaineer who climbed Everest

5.   my best friend and I 

6.   MacBeth and Lady MacBeth

7.   a roast chicken dinner with all the trimmings

8.  a metaphor



ANSWERS

1.   she/he 

2.   it

3.   it

4.   she/he

5.  we

6.  they

7.  it

8.  it



To avoid repetition, we use a pronoun for the second 

mention of the same person, thing etc....

•The dog was barking. It was annoying.

• I heard the fire alarm. Did you hear it?

• I was thinking about a quick snack. Were you thinking about that, too?

• Farzana hated exams. She had been dreading this moment.

• Romeo and Juliet were selfish and only pleased themselves.  

Antecedent                                                      Pronoun

But DON’T use a pronoun if you haven’t used the ANTECEDENT! (The thing you are 

referring to)



In other words…



DON’T OVERUSE PRONOUNS IN 
WRITING!

• Pronouns are particularly common in speech. Because speakers 

and listeners usually have an understanding of the thing being 

spoken about, they don’t need to keep referring to it, and so use 

pronouns in their place. 

• HOWEVER,

• because of their frequency and usefulness in speech, students 

often use pronouns in their writing instead of signalling in a 

clearer and more  detailed way the thing being described…



They develop over many years in places where snow has fallen but not

melted. It is compacted and turns to ice. This means that it starts to slip

down mountain sides over time. It is a system. There is a zone of

accumulation where snow is added. This is normally at the start of a glacier

in a highland area. As it falls, it is compacted so the bottom layers become ice.

This then moves downhill due to the force of gravity. Near the end, or snout,

of the glacier it may melt. This is called the zone of ablation and it is more

likely to occur in warm summer months.

Task:  Replace the pronouns with nouns 

from the box below. Does this make the 

text easier to understand?

this part of the glacier, the weight of the ice,  snow,  the part of the glacier 

which gains snow, this ice, glaciers, more and more snow, the ice that has 

formed, this process

Read the passage.  What is making the text difficult to understand?

//upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/15/Franz_Josef_glacier.JPG


DO YOU AGREE THAT THE MEANING IS 
MUCH CLEARER AFTER REPLACING THE 
PRONOUNS WITH NOUNS OR NOUN 

PHRASES?

Glaciers develop over many years in places where snow has fallen but not
melted. Snow is compacted and turns to ice. The weight of the ice means
that it starts to slip down mountain sides over time. A glacier is a system.
There is a zone of accumulation where snow is added. The part of the glacier
which gains snow is normally at the start of a glacier in a highland area. As
more and more snow falls, it is compacted so the bottom layers become ice.
The ice that has formed then moves downhill due to the force of gravity.
Near the end, or snout, of the glacier this ice may melt. The part of the
glacier where this happens is called the zone of ablation and this process is
more likely to occur in warm summer months.



Read the passage.  What is making the text difficult 

to understand?

Q: Is the narrator shown to be making careful choices at the beginning of ‘The 

Laboratory’?

He uses various techniques to suggests that she is making choices in a rash 

and sudden manner. Firstly we notice the rhythm and rhyme of the poem. It 

is quite playful and it is AABB rhyme scheme which gives it a childlike tone. 

This reflects her state of mind; the playful feel suggests she is gaining 

pleasure from it. Alternatively, this could suggest she has lost her mind. The 

stanzas are structured in the same way and it could be argued that this 

shows her to be very careful and calculating, however the strong rhyme 

gives more of a sense that she is enjoying this. This does not suggest careful 

choices. 

TASK:   List all the pronouns.  

If you replaced some of them with nouns, would that make the meaning 

clearer?



Q: Is the narrator shown to be making careful choices at the beginning of 

‘The Laboratory’?

He uses various techniques to suggests that she is making choices in a rash and 

sudden manner. Firstly we notice the rhythm and rhyme of the poem. It is quite 

playful and it is AABB rhyme scheme which gives it a childlike tone.  This 

reflects her state of mind; the playful feel suggests she is gaining pleasure from

it.  Alternatively, this could suggest she has lost her mind.  The stanzas are 

structured in the same way and it could be argued that this shows her to be 

very careful and calculating, however the strong rhyme gives more of a sense 

that she is enjoying this. This does not suggest careful choices. 

Task:  Replace the imprecise pronouns with nouns or noun 

phrases from the box to make the writing more precise, 

logical and convincing.

this uniform structure, the protagonist, the poet, the narrator, the plan, 

these rhyming couplets, her plotting, the poem, the jaunty effect, 

gaining enjoyment from such an evil plan, the verse form



The poet uses various techniques to suggests that the protagonist is 
making choices in a rash and sudden manner. Firstly we notice the 

rhythm and rhyme of the poem. The verse form is quite playful and 
the rhyming couplets are arranged in an AABB rhyme scheme which 
gives the poem a childlike tone. This reflects the narrator’s state of 

mind; the playful feel suggests she is gaining pleasure from her plan. 
Alternatively, the jaunty effect could suggest she has lost her mind. 
The stanzas are structured in the same way and it could be argued 

that this uniform structure shows her to be very careful and 
calculating, however the strong rhyme gives more of a sense that 
she is enjoying her plotting. Gaining enjoyment from such an evil 

plan does not suggest careful choices. 

Can you see how replacing the imprecise pronouns makes the writing a lot clearer –

and gives a sense of confidence? 



SO:

• While pronouns are necessary for fluency and cohesion in 
academic writing, overusing them can mean writing 
lacks clarity and evidence of understanding. 

• Precise nouns and noun phrases make the 
meaning of written answers clear.



TASK: LOOK AT SOME OF YOUR OWN 
WRITING IN YOUR EXERCISE BOOKS.

Ask yourself:

Have I used any imprecise pronouns?

Could I replace some of the pronouns 

with nouns or noun phrases to make 

the meaning clearer?


