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I.
Parts of Speech

A.  Nouns

Nouns are the words we use to identify a person, place or thing.  They’re the first words we learn.  Babies first learn to identify people:  “mama” or “dada”.   Next, they learn to ask for what they want:  “bottle” or “cookie”.  There are many kinds of nouns: 

1.
Simple nouns are the words we use to identify general people, places or things.


People:   man, woman, reporter, journalist, artist, photographer


Places:   village, city, field, river, ocean

Things:  bell, book, candle, cat, vacation, portfolio

2.
Proper nouns identify a particular person, place or thing. 

People:  President Gregory Geoffroy, Dr. Barbara Mack 

Places:  Des Moines, Paris, Tuscany

Things:  Boston Marathon, Superbowl, Ritz-Carlton Hotel

3.
Collective nouns gather a group of people, places or things into a single unit.   They can be confusing because they are singular nouns and require a singular verb, even if a preposition phrase tell us what the group contains.   Collective nouns also require singular pronouns.  Look at these examples: 

Examples:  board, committee, commission, council, couple (of people), deck (of cards), faculty, group, jury, team. 


Wrong:   The group of artists are going to tour the museum.  


Right:
   The group of artists IS going to tour the museum. 

(“Of artists” is a prepositional phrase that can be omitted; it simply tells us who the members of the group are.)

Wrong:  The team is going to celebrate their victory.

Right:
  The team is going to celebrate ITS victory. 

B.  Pronouns

Pronouns are words that substitute for nouns.  It’s much easier to say “Barbara is going to ride her horse” than  “Barbara is going to ride Barbara’s horse”.  Pronouns are shorthand terms that make our language more concise. 

Pronoun cases

There are three types, or “cases” of pronouns usually used in English.  (Be glad you aren’t learning Russian, where there are a dozen!)  There are two keys to learning which pronoun to use.  

The first key is knowing what job the pronoun is doing in the sentence.  Is it standing in for a subject of a sentence or a phrase, or for a direct or indirect object of a sentence? 

The second is remembering that the “cases” of pronouns can never mix.  A nominative case pronoun can never be coupled with an objective case pronoun.  It should hurt your ears.  Here are some examples of awful pronoun errors:

Wrong:  Me and my sister went to Mexico last year. 

Wrong:  Jack is going with Julie and I. 

Wrong:  My sister and him were hired last week. 


Right:    My sister and I went to Mexico last year.


Right:    Jack is going with Julie and me. 


Right:    My sister and he were hired last week. 

The following is a list of the “definite” pronouns in English—the words that refer to a particular person, place or thing or group of people, places or things.  Later, we’ll look at the “indefinite” pronouns, such as anyone, someone, everyone, etc. 

The most difficult problems with pronoun usage involve “agreement.”  These are the rules for making sure pronouns agree with each other and with the nouns they represent.  We understand someone who says:  “Him and me are going to see them new cars.”  We do not, however, think well of his spoken English. 

Ensuring that pronouns agree with each other requires some initial thought, but becomes substantially easier with practice. 

The following chart shows the “person” and the “case” of English pronouns.

The “first person” means the speaker; the “second person” means the person being spoken to; and the “third person” refers to a distant person or group of people. 

Definite Pronouns

Nominative case—pronouns that replace nouns used as the subject of the sentence or the subject of the clause. 



 singular



plural

lst

I




we

2nd

you




you

3rd

he, she, it



they





who, whoever

Objective case—pronouns that replace nouns used as the direct or indirect objects, objects of prepositions

lst

me 




us

2nd

you




you

3rd     

him, her, it



them 





whom, whomever

Possessive case—pronoun that shows ownership of an object. 

lst

my, mine


our, ours

2nd

your, yours


your, yours

3rd

his, her, hers, its

their, theirs





whose

When are nominative case pronouns used?  As the subject of the sentence or clause. 

When he proposed, she accepted.  (“he” is the subject of the dependent clause; “she” is the subject of the sentence) 

When are objective case pronouns used?  As the direct object of the sentence, the indirect object of the sentence, or as the object of a preposition. 

The baby bit me.   (pronoun as the direct object of the verb “bit”)

The baby bit you. 

The baby bit him. 

The baby bit her. 

The baby bit us. 



The baby bit them. 

She gave me the gift.  (“gift” is the direct object, but “me” is the indirect 

      She gave you the gift.     object.  An indirect object answers the question of
      She gave him the gift.     “to whom?” or “for what?”)
      She gave her the gift. 
She gave us the gift. 

She gave them the gift. 

Jack went with me.  (“me” is the object of the preposition “with”) 

Jack went with you.

Jack went with him. 

Jack went with her. 

Jack went with us. 

Jack went with them. 

When are possessive case pronouns used?  To show ownership or possession. 

The book is mine. 

Yours is the only opinion I value. 

His candidacy won my support. 


A word about “its.”   Always stop yourself when you type the word “its” or “it’s.”  Breathe.  Remember “it’s” is the contraction of “it is” and “its” is the possessive pronoun. 


Seen in the annual report of a big-deal corporation:  “The corporate exceeded it’s goals for the quarter.”  OUCH!   The corporation exceeded it is goals, eh?  Perhaps it should establish a new goal:  change report writers.  

Compound pronouns

One of the big problems for many people is the “compound” pronoun—using two pronouns together or using a pronoun with a proper noun.  Once you learn to identify the parts of a sentence, however, it becomes easy to solve the problem.   Look at these examples: 

The teacher and (we/us) were chosen to attend the conference. 

What is the “job” or the “role” of the pronoun in this sentence?  The teacher and the pronoun are the actors—or subject—of the sentence.  Only nominative case pronouns can be used as the subject of a sentence.   Ask yourself:  who was chosen to attend the conference?

The teacher was chosen to attend the conference. 

We were chosen to attend the conference. 

Therefore: 

The teacher and we were chosen to attend the conference. 

Any nominative case pronoun could be used in this sentence, depending on what you wanted the sentence to say.  All of the following are correct: 

The teacher and I were chosen to attend the conference. 

The teacher and you were chosen to attend the conference. 

The teacher and he were chosen to attend the conference.

The teacher and she were chosen to attend the conference. 

The teacher and we were chosen to attend the conference. 

The teacher and they were chosen to attend the conference. 

One common error is to use “I” when an objective case pronoun, “me” is required. 

Correct:  The teacher went with John and me.

“With” is a preposition, and “John and me” are the objects of the preposition. 

The shortcut:  take the other person out of the compound pronoun. 

The teacher went with me.

The teacher went with John. 

The teacher went with John and me.

Indefinite pronouns

Most indefinite pronouns are singular, and require singular verbs. They do not refer to a “particular” person, place or thing. 

Everybody, anybody, nobody, someone, anyone, everyone, and each are all singular pronouns. 

Examples: 

Each student must pick up his or her own lunch. 

Everybody must gather her own flowers. 

Anyone is entitled to apply. 

But if the indefinite pronoun is singular, what possessive pronoun follows it?  Ahh. . there’s the rub.  English has no neuter gender, personal, singular pronoun.  We have a difficult choice.  Most people in spoken English use a plural pronoun, “their,” instead of “his or hers.”  The smart writer avoids the issue by using a different construction:  “All students must pick up their own lunches.”  (note: lunches must be plural, too.) 

This is a flaw in the language.  I wish it were the only one. 

Several, few, both and many are always plural. 

Examples:

Both of the boys are going. 

Many of us are cheering. 

Several of us hooted.

Few of us cared. 

Some, any, none and all may be either singular or plural.  The writer must look at the context in which the word is used.  

Examples:

Some of the pencils are sharp.

Some of the food is spoiled.

Have any of the men arrived?

Has any of the food arrived?

None of his reasons were sound.

None of his money was taken. 

All of the tires are new. 

All of the gasoline was spilled. 

C.  Prepositions

Prepositions relate a noun or pronoun to another word in a sentence.  “The dog sat under the tree.” English language prepositions are: 

	about
	behind
	from
	on
	toward

	above
	below
	in
	on top of
	under

	across
	beneath
	in front of
	onto
	underneath

	after
	beside
	inside
	out of
	until

	against
	between
	instead of
	outside
	up

	along
	by
	into
	over
	upon

	among
	down
	like
	past
	with

	around
	during
	near
	since
	within

	at
	except
	of
	through
	without

	before
	for
	off
	to
	 


Prepositional phrases are one of the most important components of strong writing.  They show how concepts in the sentence relate to one another.   They help us convey the following ideas: 

Where an action takes place or where a noun is located:

“under the willow tree”

“beside the tall, weeping willow”

For whom or for what an action is performed:

“for Henry”

How an action is performed:

“with a flourish”

“at a glance”


When an action is performed:

“during the movie”
“before the intermission”
Remember:  every preposition has an object. Pronouns that are the objects of prepositions must be in the objective case. 


Example:   Are you going to the movies with John and me? 



      Are you going to the movies with us?

It is wrong to use a nominative case pronoun (I, you, he, she, it, we, you, they) in a prepositional phrase.


Wrong:      Are you going to the movies with John and I?  (this should hurt)

D.
Verbs


Verbs are words that convey action (jump, run, think) or a state of being (is, am, was).   They are the only words in the English language that can function as a sentence, assuming there is an implied “you” as the subject.  


Example:  Run!  (You run!)


Verbs have “voice” and “tense.”  Verbs can also be transitive or intransitive, which becomes important when understanding the difference between “lie” and “lay.” 

Voice

Everyone is told to “write in active voice,” but few people know why active voice is considered the standard, and fewer know the difference between active and passive voice.  It’s simple. 

In active voice, the verb indicates the subject of the sentence “performed” the action.  In passive voice, the verb indicates the subject “received” the action. 

Active voice:
Karen ate the entire pie. 

Passive voice: The entire pie was eaten by Karen. 

Both sentences convey the same thing:  Karen ate a pie.  But active voice has two advantages:  it’s easier for the reader or listener to understand, and it takes fewer words.  Use active voice whenever possible.  

Sometimes, it is important for the recipient of the action to be the subject.  The recipient of the action can be more important than the actor.  In that case, use passive voice, but use it cautiously. 

Active voice:  The kidnappers released the six hostages unharmed. 

Passive voice: The six hostages were released unharmed by the kidnappers. 

Tense 

Studying verb tense also involves studying “person” and “number” or “agreement.”  In English, there are three basic tenses: present, past, and future. Each has a perfect form, indicating completed action; each has a progressive form, indicating ongoing action; and each has a perfect progressive form, indicating ongoing action that will be completed at some definite time. Here is a list of examples of these tenses and their definitions:
A verb’s tense tells you when an action occurs.

A verb’s person tells you who is performing the action. 

A verb can vary in “number” to show how many people are performing the action. 

Present Tense




Singular


Plural

First Person

I walk



We walk

Second Person 
You walk


You walk

Third Person

He walks


They walk 




She walks




It walks

Present tense is used for: 



Present action:

Here comes the bus.



General truths:

Principal is a great company. 



Habitual action:
I drink coffee every day.



Future time:

The bus arrives at 7 a.m. 

Past Tense




Singular


Plural

First Person

I walked


We walked

Second Person

You walked


You walked 

Third Person

He walked


They walked




She walked




It walked

Past tense is used for: 



A completed action: 
We walked to work. 



A completed condition:  It rained yesterday. 






Future Tense




Singular


Plural

First Person

I will walk


We will walk

Second Person

You will walk


You will walk

Third Person

He will walk


They will walk




She will walk






It will walk 

Future tense is used for: 

An activity that will happen in the future:  I will ride the bus. 

An activity that will not happen in the future:  I will not get up early. 

Present Progressive Tense




Singular


Plural

First Person

I am sleeping


We are sleeping

Second Person

You are sleeping

You are sleeping

Third Person

He is sleeping


They are sleeping




She is sleeping







It is sleeping

Present progressive tense is used for actions that are “in progress” when the sentence is written or spoken. 

Past Progressive Tense




Singular


Plural

First Person

I was traveling 

We were traveling

Second Person

You were traveling

You were traveling

Third Person

He was traveling

They were traveling




She was traveling




It was traveling

Past progressive tense is used for: 

Past actions that took place over a period of time. 

(We were stuck in O’Hare Airport all night.)

Past actions that were interrupted by another.

(We were eating dinner when they announced our flight.)

Future Progressive Tense 




Singular


Plural 

First Person

I will be singing

We will be singing

Second Person

You will be singing

You will be singing

Third Person

He will be singing

They will be singing




She will be singing




It will be singing

Future progressive tense is used for an action that will be taking place in the future.  It is rarely used, and frequently the simple future tense can substitute. 

I will be singing at church next week. (progressive) 

I will sing at church next week. (simple)

The “Perfect” and “Perfect Progressive” tenses show action that took place at a some time in the past and which continued or which is continuing. 

Present Perfect Tense:  describes action that happened at an indefinite time in the past or that began in the past and continues to the present day. 

Scientists have searched for a cure for the common cold. (indefinite time)

I have visited Sanibel, Florida, every year for a decade. (continues)

Past Perfect Tense:  describes an action that took place in the past before another action in the past.  It uses “have” or “had” with the past participle of a verb.

When I arrived, everyone else had left. 

Future Perfect Tense: describes an action that will occur in the future prior to another future action. 

By the time we arrive at the theater, the movie will have started.

Present Perfect Progressive:  describes an action the started in the past, continues into the present and may continue into the future.  It is formed by using has/have been and the present participle of a verb. 

Karen has been considering giving everyone 20 per cent raises. 

Past Perfect Progressive:  describes a past, ongoing action that was completed before another past action.  It is formed by using has/have been and the present perfect (ing ending) of the verb. 

Before she discovered the new comet, Keesha had been studying asteroids. 

Future Perfect Progressive: describes a future, ongoing action that will occur before some other future time.  (I know this makes your head hurt.) 

By the time the probe reaches Saturn, scientists will have been studying the planet’s rings for 15 years. 

Verbs:  Spoken Errors Become Written Errors

Conditional verbs use words such as “could have,” “would have,” “might have,” and “ought to have” to tell readers that the action may or may not occur.  Alas, we frequently slur our speech, and that shows up in our writing.  “Could have” is slurred to “coudda,” then writers, knowing that is incorrect, use “of” rather than “have.” 

Wrong: Smith said he could of done better.  (no kidding!)

Right:   Smith said he could have done better. 

Another common error is the use of “and” when we mean “to.”  

Wrong:  The general is going to try and secure the zone.  (ouch!)

Right:    The general is going to try TO SECURE the zone. 

Substitute the word “attempt” for “try.” 

I would like to attempt TO LEARN to speak French. (right)

I would like to attempt AND LEARN to speak French. (ouch!) 

E.
Modifiers:  Adjectives and Adverbs

Words that modify nouns or pronouns are adjectives.
The tall, svelte, long-haired model looked longingly at the hot, juicy, savory cheeseburger.

Adverbs can modify a verb, an adjective or another adverb.  Adverbs describe how something occurs, when or where it happens, or why. It can intensify an adjective. 

He walked slowly. (slowly modifies the verb walked)

He is very tired.  (very modifies and intensifies the adjective tired)

He spoke quite loudly. (quite modifies the adverb loudly) 

The dreaded predicate adjective isn’t as scary as it sounds.  A predicate adjective follows a linking verb and explains something about the subject of the sentence. 

He looks great.  (great is an adjective that modifies “he” and tells you how he looks.) 

The roses smelled sweet.  (not sweetly; this isn’t an adverb.  It’s an adjective that tells you something about the roses.)

Last, but not least:   When I heard about the car crash, I felt bad.  (NOT “badly.”) 

Problem adjectives: 
Good vs. Well:   Good is an adjective (good bread, good works); well is an adverb (I feel well. She sings well.)  


Bad vs. Badly:  Bad is an adjective (bad cat);  badly is an adverb (The team played badly.)   “Bad” frequently is used as a predicate adjective, or an adjective that comes after the verb.   



Correct:   I feel bad.  (“bad” refers to you, not to the quality of the action of feeling. 



Helpful hint:  Imagine yourself after you’ve eaten Thanksgiving dinner and you’ve eaten beyond all reason.   You don’t think “I feel so FATLY.”   You feel fat, just as you feel bad. 

Making comparisons:

Both adjectives and adverbs change form to show comparison or degree. 

Positive


Comparative (2)

Superlative (3 or more)

kind person (adjective)
kinder person


kindest person

kindly
(adverb)

more kindly


most kindly

He is the nicer of the two brothers. 

He is the nicest of the three brothers. 

He spoke more eloquently than the other candidate. 

He spoke most eloquently of the nine Democratic candidates. 

Some adjectives and adverbs cannot be compared. 

Examples: 

Something is either “unique” or it is not.  It is incorrect to say something is “totally unique” or “really unique.”
Something is either “ubiquitous” (everywhere) or it is not.  It is incorrect to say something is “practically ubiquitous.” 

Something is either “essential” or it is not. 

F.
Conjunctions

Conjunctions are the words that join ideas or parts of a sentence.  They aren’t very exciting, but choosing the correct conjunction can ensure your words are understood correctly. 

I love chocolate, and I eat it daily. 

I shouldn’t, but I do. 

Coordinating conjunctions are:   and, but, nor, or, so, and yet. 

Correlative conjunctions come in pairs:  either/or; neither/nor; not only/but also.

Subordinating conjunctions connect a dependent clause with its independent (main) clause.  Many words can act as subordinating conjunctions, including: 

after, although, as, as if, as long as, as though, because, before, even if, if, in order, provided (that), since, so, than, that, though, till, unless, until, when, whenever, where, while.

Before we could run, we had to stretch. 

Jake signed the lease, although he was concerned about the neighborhood. 

When she learned she had passed the bar, Diana screamed. 

G.
Interjections

Hooray! Oh joy! Oh rapture!  Interjections are words that show an outburst of emotion and are utterly unrelated to anything else in a sentence.  Best of all, there are no formal rules of usage.  

II.
Correct English Sentence Structure

A.
Writing the sentence

A sentence is a group of words expressing a complete thought.  

Sr. Mary St. Cornelius

Visitation School, 1960

That’s the second grade definition of “sentence.”  There are more complicated ones, but fewer better.  A sentence must have a subject and a verb, even if that subject is the “understood you” we discussed earlier.  Sometimes, that’s enough. 

Examples: 

Run!  (You run!) 

I won! 

He lost. 

“Syntax” is the word we use to describe how we put words together to create a sentence.  People who speak a language agree on certain rules, which is why the language sounds the way it does when it is spoken and looks the way it does when it is written.  One of the easiest ways to play with language is to play with syntax.  George Lucas changed English syntax to create understandable, but unique, language for the great Jedi, Yoda. 

“Judge me by my size, do you? Hmm.  Hmm.  And well you should not, for my ally is the Force, and a powerful ally it is.”  Yoda
Look at how much weaker the movie’s dialogue would have been had Yoda said: 

“You should not to judge me by my size, for I have the Force as an ally, and it is a powerful ally.”   

In English, we can use either the active or passive voice, but the easiest syntax to understand begins with an actor who undertakes an action, hence active voice.  If the verb is a transitive verb, then something receives the action of the verb. 

Chloe barked.  (subject/verb) 

Chloe ate the treat. (subject/verb/direct object)

We can enrich our sentence by layering clauses, which contain a subject and a verb, and phrases, such as prepositional phrases, which have objects of the preposition, but not subjects or verbs. 

B.
Dependent and independent clauses

Clauses contain a subject and a verb.  There are two kinds of clauses:  independent clauses, which can stand on their own as sentences, and dependent clauses, which cannot.   A dependent clause that isn’t attached to an independent clause is called a sentence fragment.  

Examples:

They are going to the movies.  (independent clause)

Although I usually like action films (dependent clause)

C.
Clauses are used to form four different kinds of sentences. 

Simple sentences have just one independent clause.  Be careful:  the length of the sentence makes no difference; you must look at STRUCTURE. 

I sneezed.

I love the movies. 

The entire Law Department, including staff members and lawyers who had come from as far away as Timbuktu, attended the six-hour conference at the elegant Glen Oaks Country Club.

Compound sentences have two independent clauses that are joined by either a comma and a conjunction or a semicolon. 

I love chocolate, and I eat it every day. 

I love chocolate; I eat it every day. 

He loved his friend, but he loved his brother more. 

He loved his friend; he loved his brother more. 

Complex sentences have an independent clause and one or more dependent clauses that “depend” on the independent clause to help them create meaning.  Dependent clauses can come either before or after the independent clause.

Although he had quit smoking three years ago, he still missed it.

(dependent clause followed by an independent clause)

Julie loved summertime, when she visited her grandmother.

(independent clause followed by a dependent clause)

When we speak, we frequently use dependent clauses to respond to questions.  (When are you going to buy a new car?  When I get a job.)  This is never acceptable in professional writing.  Try to discipline yourself to speak and write in complete sentences.

Interrogatory sentences ask a question. 

Are you going? 

Compound/complex sentences are just what you think:  sentences with a dependent clause and two or more independent clauses.

When I visited Principal’s offices in Des Moines (dependent clause), I was required to wait at the security desk until I was picked up, (independent clause) and I was required to wear my visitor’s pass on my coat.  (independent clause).

B.  Problems with syntax

Dangling participial phrases.  You probably remember this phrase from grade school and have no memory of what it really means.  Most people don’t.  Do not fret. 

A participial phrase uses the present participle of a verb to create an active, exciting addition to the sentence: 

Soaring four feet above the floor mat, gymnast Shawn Johnson won gold.

(Well done!  Shawn was the one soaring.  This sentence makes sense.) 

Sometimes, however, writers forget that a phrase must modify (or describe) the correct noun. 

Reaching for the pass, his pants ripped.

(Wrong.  His pants weren’t reaching for the pass.) 

Running to catch the bus, her briefcase flew open.  

(Wrong.  The briefcase wasn’t running.)

Better: 

Reaching for the pass, he ripped his pants. 

      As she was running for the bus (you’ve made the phrase a clause by                     adding a subject and a verb), her briefcase flew open.

Misplaced modifiers.  A modifier should be adjacent to the word it modifies.  Failing to do this creates more problems than you can imagine. 

I was talking to the woman on the bus with three children. 

(Wrong.  The bus has no children.) 

The city council outlawed public nudity at its meeting last night. 

(Wrong.  Public nudity was outlawed at more places than the council meeting.)

Reconstruct your sentences, please.

While I was on the bus, I was talking to the woman with three children. 

At its meeting last night, the city council outlawed public nudity.

III.
Punctuation

A.
The Period

Periods, or, as the British say, full stops, are used to end a sentence that makes a statement or a mild command. 


Examples: 


Please be seated.


Jack sat. 


Periods are also used after abbreviations:  Mr., Ms., Mrs., Dr., etc. 


If a sentence ends in an abbreviation, use only one period: 



Example: We were met by Joe Ego, Ph.D. 


If a sentence ends in a quotation, put the period inside the quotation.



Example:  She said she wouldn’t be happy “without Manolos.”
B.
The Question Mark

As you might conclude, it shows a question has been asked.

Example:  Is he trustworthy? 

Rules:

If the sentence ends with a question mark, use no other punctuation, even if it seems it might be required.

Example:  Now he knew why Derrick said, “Why pick on me?” 

Wrong:  Now he knew why Derrick said, “Why pick on me?”.

That’s true unless (there’s always an unless) the sentence ends in an abbreviation.

Example:  Does the plane leave at 5:45 a.m.?

Wrong:  Does the plane leave at 5:45 a.m?

Questions with quotations

If the quoted material asks a question, put the question mark within the quotation mark. 

Example:  Through her tears, the student asked, “did I pass?”
If the quoted material does not ask a question, then the question mark belongs outside the quotation.

Example:   Who said, “you’ll like this! She’s fun!”?

E-mail note:  some silly geese have started using multiple question marks to show emphasis.  Do not do this.  You’ll look foolish. 

Example:  Do we really want our office to look like a nightclub???????

C.
The Exclamation Point

Once rare, the exclamation point should again become rare.  It shows strong emotion and is best confined to stage dialogue.  Avoid its use in e-mails except in personal situations.  

Exclamations with quotations

If the quoted material does not contain an exclamation, use the mark outside the quote. 

Example:  He said his felony conviction was “just a misunderstanding”!

If the quoted material contains an exclamation, then the mark goes inside the quotation.

Example:  “I hate you!” she screamed. 

D.
The Comma

It’s nice to know that English evolves and that scholars and commentators differ on the use of commas.  The British use more commas than the Americans.  Non-fiction writers use more commas than fiction writers.   The use of the comma is ultimately determined by what will assist the reader in understanding the meaning of the sentence. Commas can make a great deal of difference.  Look at these sentences: 

I wanted to help, mother, so I changed clothes.

I wanted to help mother, so I changed clothes. 

In the first sentence, the writer is clearly speaking to his or her mother.  In the second, he or she is telling the reader whom he wanted to help.  

Here are some basic rules: 

1.
Use a comma and a conjunction (or a semicolon) to separate independent clauses of a sentence. 


Examples:   I love chocolate, and I eat it every day. 


 
        I love chocolate; I eat it every day. 



        She loves him, but she won’t marry him. 



        She loathes Phillip, or she loves him.  I can’t tell. 

2.
Use a comma after an introductory adverbial clause. 

Examples:  When he announced his bid for the Presidency, he looked goofy.

As she swept into the room, she dropped her bag. 

3.
Use a comma after an introductory phrase.  (Remember, clauses have subjects and verbs; phrases do not. 

Examples:  Before starting to cook, children are taken to the nursery. 

(How would this read without the comma?  Before starting to cook children. . . 

this might strike some people as a good idea, but it isn’t what was meant.)

4.
Use a comma to separate interrupting elements in a sentence.  These include on the other hand, for example, however, in order to.  

Examples:  He noted, for example, six new contracts were issued this week. 

5.
Use a comma to indicate direct address. 

Example:  Senator, would you please join me on the hay bale? 

6.
Use a comma to show restriction. 

This is a bit tricky and requires some thinking.  Look at these two sentences: 

The Hawkeyes who started tailgating Monday are true fans.

The Hawkeyes, who started tailgating Monday, are true fans. 

In the first sentence, one group of Hawkeye fans—those who started tailgating Monday—is broken out from all other Hawkeye fans.  They are separated from other Hawkeye fans by having begun to tailgate early.  This is a restrictive clause.

In the second sentence, all Hawkeye fans started tailgating on Monday.  In this sentence, the clause “who started tailgating Monday” is non-restrictive.  It tells you some information about all Hawkeye fans. 

(Note:  this will become important with “that” vs. “which”.  See special problems.)

7.
Use a comma with an appositive.

Example:   My teacher, Barbara Mack, is demanding but fair. 

8.
Use a comma to separate items in a series or modifiers in a series. 

Example:  My new refrigerator, microwave and oven are all bright, shiny, brushed stainless steel.  (Note:  no comma between the last modifier and the word modified.  “shiny, brushed stainless steel.”  Here, “stainless steel” is a single unit.) 

9.
Use a comma to introduce or separate a quotation.

Example:  “Let’s go,” he said.  “Just a minute,” she replied, “I need my bag.”
10.
Use a comma to separate elements of dates, times, addresses and numbers. 

Joe Smith, 15 Prospect Road, Des Moines, IA 50312

Tuesday, September 11, 2001 

1,234,567

E.
The Semi-Colon

Semi-colons are lovely to deal with, particularly following commas.  They’re used rarely, and the rules are simple.  Honest. 

1.
Use a semi-colon instead of a comma and conjunction to separate independent clauses in a sentence.  It brings the reader much closer to a full stop. 

Example:  He continued to drink; she divorced him. 

It’s possible to have a “connector,” a conjunctive adverb between the two clauses, but the clauses must be independent clauses, each able to stand on its own as a sentence. 

Examples:  We respect Senator Snickerdoodle; therefore, we’ll support him.

2.
Use a semi-colon to create clarity in a lengthy list. 

Examples:  At the conference were:  Karen Shaff, Executive Vice President and General Counsel, Principal Financial Group and Principal Life;  Most Rev. Joseph L. Charron,  Bishop Emeritus of the Diocese of Des Moines;  (see why you need to take a semi-colon-sized breath?  What if there were 20 people at the meeting?  Heavens!) 
F.
The Colon

Colons are punctuations that have a small but helpful role in English. 

1.
Use a colon to introduce a list of more than three items or persons.

Example:  The following people passed the bar:  Arthur Aardvark, Abby Able,

Axle Action, Ansel Adkins, etc. 

2.
Use a colon to introduce a lengthy quotation or a formal statement.

Example:   Jefferson wrote:  “Were I to choose between a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate to choose the latter.” 

3.
Use a colon to separate hours from minutes, volume from page, and chapter from verse. 

Examples:  4:15 a.m.;  The Economist 85: 13-14;  Matthew 4:16

4.
Use a colon to end the salutation of a business letter or e-mail. 

Dear Mr. Kent: 

G.
The Dash

Dashes are used when the writer wants to draw particular attention to an observation.  Often, another punctuation should be substituted for the dash. 

Example:  She was smart—the smartest woman I’d ever known. 

H.
The Hyphen

There is much confusion about the use of the hyphen.  When in doubt, cite an authority.  The Oxford Pocket Fowler’s Modern English Usage (2004) cites the following uses: 

1.
to make clear the unifying of the sense in compound expressions such as punch-drunk, cost-benefit analysis, or weight-carrying, or compounds in attributive use (that is, in front of the noun), as in an up-to-date list or the well-known performer;




2.  to join a prefix to a proper name (e.g. anti-Darwinian)

3.
to avoid misunderstanding by distinguishing phrases such as twenty-odd people and twenty odd people, or a third-world conflict and a third world conflict;

4.
to clarify the use of a prefix, as in recovering from an illness and re-covering an umbrella;

5.
to clarify compounds with similar adjacent sounds, such as sword-dance, co-opt, tool-like.

6.
to represent the use of a common element in a list of compounds, such as four-, six-, and eight-legged animals.

7.
in dividing a word across a line-break.

 

IV.
The Problems That Can Make A Person Hate English

A.   The dreaded apostrophe and the possessive case. 

There are two uses for an apostrophe:  to show a contraction and to show possession.  

Never use an apostrophe as a part of a plural.  There are no words in the English language that use an apostrophe to form a simple plural. 

      Wrong;  The Smith’s are coming for dinner. 
Wrong:  The two C.P.A.’s went to lunch.

Wrong:  The condo’s cost $125,000.

Right:  The Smiths are coming for dinner. 

Right:  The two C.P.A.s went to lunch. 

Right:  The condos cost $125,000. 

The apostrophe as a part of a contraction:  don’t (do not); weren’t (were not); can’t (cannot); hasn’t (has not); isn’t (is not). 

Remember “its” and “it’s.”  That’s a concentration problem.   

The use of the apostrophe as part of the possessive case:

We use apostrophes to show ownership, possession, or a sense of belonging.  We can do the same thing by transforming sentence structure, but it usually isn’t as powerful. 

Barbara’s coconut cake is yummy. 

The coconut cake made by Barbara is yummy. 

How do we correctly use apostrophes to show ownership?  The rules are:  
1.
If a singular noun does not end in s, add ‘s.

The dog’s bone was buried in the yard.

Jack’s watch was broken. 
The woman’s truck was blocking the driveway.
2.
If a singular common noun ends in s, add ‘s—unless the next word begins with s. If the next word begins with s, add an apostrophe only. (This includes words with s and sh sounds.)

The boss’s temper was nasty, but the boss’ sister was even meaner.

3.
If a proper noun ends in an s, add an apostrophe only. 

Gus’ plans for our trip are exciting. I love Paris’ boulevards. 

4.
If a noun is plural in form and ends in an s, add an apostrophe only, even if the intended meaning of the word is singular (such as mathematics and measles.)
The instructor asked us to analyze ten poems’ meanings.

The vet had to check all of the cats’ teeth.
It is hard to endure the Marine Corps’ discipline.
5.
If a plural noun does not end in s, add ‘s.
Many activists are concerned with children’s rights, but everyone was disappointed with the American media’s coverage of the conference.

6.
If there is joint possession, use the correct possessive for only the possessive closest to the noun.
Bush and Cheney’s campaign was successful.
She was worried about her mother and father’s marriage.
Beavis and Butthead’s appeal is absolutely lost on me.

7.
If there is a separate possession of the same noun, use the correct possessive form for each word.
The owner’s and the boss’s excuses were equally false.
The dog’s and the cats’ owners were in school when the fire broke out.
8.
In a compound construction, use the correct possessive form for the word closest to the noun. Avoid possessives with compound plurals.
My father-in-law’s BMW is really fun to drive.
The forest ranger’s truck is painted an ugly shade of green.
Your neighborhood letter carrier’s job is more difficult than you imagine.

B.
The dreaded verbs:  Lie and Lay 

Apparently, we dislike the use of the word “lie” and “lying” so much we simply won’t use them. 

“Lay” is a transitive verb.  Something—carpeting, tile, keys—must be placed somewhere in order for the verb to be appropriate. 

“Lie” is an intransitive verb.  Nothing is “being laid;” you are placing yourself in a flat or reclining position, or asking someone to place himself or herself at rest.   

Oddly enough, most native English speakers have little trouble with the similar verbs “rise/raise” or “sit/set.”
I sit in a chair.  (intransitive; no direct object)

I set the plant on the piano.  (transitive; the plant receives the action of being set)

I rise each morning.  (intransitive; no direct object)

      I raised my hand. (transitive; the hand receives the action of being lifted)




Lie is intransitive; it does not require an object.  Nothing receives the actions of lying.  The thing or person is at rest.  “Lay” is transitive.  Something must receive the action of being laid. (Please quit snickering. We’re grown ups here, aren’t we?)  He laid new tile in the bathroom.  He laid sod in the front yard. 
Lie:  to place oneself in a prone or supine position.”

 Lie, Lay, Lying, (have) Lain: 
Present tense:     I lie down each afternoon for a nap.

Past tense:  
Yesterday, I lay down for a nap. 

Present Participle:  I am lying on the couch. 
Past Participle:  I have lain down for a nap each afternoon this week. 

Lay:  to place an object 

Lay, Laid, Laying, (have) Laid 

Present tense:  I lay my books on the kitchen table. 

Past tense:  I laid my books on the kitchen table yesterday. 

Present Participle:  I am laying my books on the table. 

Past Part:  I have laid them there each afternoon this week. 

Correct sentences: 

Today, I am going to go home, lay my books on the kitchen table, and lie down for a nap. 

Yesterday, I went home, laid my books on the kitchen table, and lay down for a nap. 

Each afternoon this week, I have laid my books on the kitchen table and have lain down for a nap. 

C.
The dreaded “who” vs. “whom” problem.

Many people have simply decided that it’s too difficult to think about, so they quit using “whom.”  Piffle. 

It’s not all that scary.  “Who” is a nominative case pronoun that is used as the subject of a sentence or clause.  “Whom” is an objective case pronoun used as the direct or indirect object of a sentence or the object of a preposition. It’s simple. 

Sure.  So is nuclear physics, for some people.  

We make English more complicated than it has to be because we change the construction of sentences to accent that which we believe is most important.  For example, most of us would say: 

“Who are you going with?”   We’re impatient and we want to know WHO so we make it the first word of the sentence.  What we’ve really done is separate the preposition “with” from its object “whom”.   Try this: 

“With whom are you going?”  (whom as the object of the preposition)

“I am going with him.  (objective case pronoun is used to answer the question)

These sentences are correct: 

Do you remember WHO borrowed my pen? 

I do remember HE borrowed your pen.

Do you know WHOM Mr. Carlson appointed?

I do know Mr. Carlson appointed HIM. 

I know WHOM you mean. 

I know you mean HER.

Who is the better player?

SHE is the better player. 

WHOM are you waiting for? 

We are waiting for THEM. 

D.
Homophones :  they sound the same, but are spelled differently
Words that sound the same but have different spellings and different meanings.

Aide and aid.  

An aide is a person who assists.  Aid is assistance. 

An aide gives aid.

Capital and capitol.

A capital is the city where government is located.  Capital also is a term used for the money used to start or maintain a business venture. 

A capitol is the building in which government is housed.

Hint:  Both the U.S. Capitol in Washington and the Iowa Capitol in Des Moines are buildings with rotunda, open, round “O” shaped spaces in the middle.  Once you remember that capitol with an “O” is ONLY used to refer to buildings that house the seat of government—such as the two I’ve mentioned with the “O” shaped space in the middle—then it’s easy to remember that EVERY OTHER USE of the word calls for capital with a “A”. 

Compliment and complement.  

To pay someone a compliment is to make a praising or flattering remark.

That which complements is that which adds to or completes something.

Hint:  A complement completes.

Principal and principle.


Principal can be a noun that means “first in authority” (the principal of a school) or an adjective that  also means “first in authority” (such as Principal Financial Group).
Principle is only a noun and refers to a “truth or doctrine”.


Hint:  Once you realize that “principle” is ONLY used to refer to “truth or doctrine” (the principle of honesty, the principle of fair dealing), and that all other uses call for “principal,” you’ve got it!

Stationary and stationery.

That which is stationary doesn’t move. 

Stationery is the general term for paper goods used for correspondence.

Hint:  You write letters on stationery. 

Site/cite/sight.

Site—a place.   Brookside Park is the site of the picnic.

Cite—refer to.   What authority did she cite for that proposal?

Sight—something seen.  Her lawn ornaments are quite a sight!

Their/they’re/there

Their—a possessive pronoun.  I love their parties.  It’s their house. 

They’re—the contraction of “they are.”  They’re throwing a party at their house.

There—an adjective showing direction or location.  The party is there.

E.
Words that are not in the English language

Anyways.   It’s “anyway.” 

Irregardless.  It’s not a word.  It never has been a word.  Don’t use it.
Preventative.  It’s not a word.  The work is preventive.  


Snuck.
 The past tense of “sneak” is “sneaked.”  It’s a regular verb. 

Them’s.  It’s “they are” or “they’re.” 

There are many “ruralisms” in language;  “y’all,” “fixin’ to,” etc. have a place in spoken language and no place in business writing.  

F.
Words that are frequently confused

Accept/except—Accept means to agree with or to receive.  Except means to leave out or to exclude.

Affect/effect—Affect is a verb that means “to change” or “to alter.”  Effect is a noun that means the “result” of something. 

In rare circumstances, effect can be used as a verb meaning to bring about change. However, because of the continuing confusion between these words, the movement of the language is toward affect as a verb and effect as a noun.  

In psychology, affect also can describe how a person demonstrates behavior. 

Examples:  How was she affected (changed) by Hurricane Katrina? 

The effects (results) of the Hurricane will be felt for decades. 

Allusion/Illusion—An allusion is an indirect reference.  An illusion is an unreal image or idea.   She alluded (made reference to) her father’s death when she said, “it’s been a tough year.”   She was under no illusion (false idea) that there would be enough money in his estate to bury him. 

Among/Between—Between is used to show relationship between two persons or things;  among is used when three or more persons are included.   There was a tight bond between the two sisters.  There was an agreement among the three townships. 

Amount/Number—Amount always refers to a unit of mass or quantity.  No amount of sand could fill that rat hole.  Number refers to things that can be separated and counted.  He programmed a number of computers for us.  

Beside/Besides—Beside places an object in space.  She laid her shoes beside the bed.  Besides means “in addition to.”  Besides his six cats, he has four dogs. 
Biannual/Biennial—Biannual means “twice a year” and biennial means “every two years.  Because they are ridiculously close in pronunciation,  most writers now use “semiannual” to refer to something that occurs twice a year.  Dillard’s is having its semiannual shoe sale.  (Let’s go!)  Foxgloves are biennials; they bloom every other year. 

Compared to/compared with/in contrast to—These are confusing because they’re very close in meaning.  English will probably move toward eliminating  “compared to.” “Compared to” is best used to describe similarities. 

The first movement of a symphony can be compared to the first chapter of a book. 

“Compared with” can be used to cite similarities, differences, or both. 

Compared with his predecessor, he lacks style but has substance.

“In contrast to” juxtaposes two things with opposite characteristics. 

Her plan was lackluster, in contrast to his.  

Different from/different than—“Different from” compares two things.  Her performance on the test was different from her performance in class.  “Different than” is used to introduce a dependent clause that compares something with the main clause of the sentence.  The ending of the movie was far different than the ending I expected.

Dilemma/problem—Don’t misuse dilemma.  A “dilemma” is a choice between two unattractive outcomes.  Her dilemma was whether to transfer to Stinkerville or give up the job she loved.   Most problems are just that:  problems, and there is usually a solution which is not unattractive.  

Disinterested/Uninterested—Disinterested means “impartial.”  Uninterested means ”not interested.”  We want our judges to be disinterested.  We do not want them to be uninterested in our cases. 

Farther/Further—“Farther” is always used for a physical distance.  You can run farther than I can.  “Further” is an intensifier; it means “more” or “in addition to.”  Let’s discuss this further. 

Fewer/Less—“Fewer” is always used to refer to something that can be counted. There are fewer pens on the desk today.  “Less” is used for a quantity, including money. There is less than half a cup of milk left.  The dress cost less than the shoes.

Imply/Infer—To “imply” is to hint at something; to “infer” is to conclude.  A speaker implies, but a hearer infers.   If I refer to naptime, I might be implying that you aren’t paying attention.   If you pinch yourself and sit up straight, you might be inferring that I’m talking about you.

Its/it’s—We discussed this earlier, but it’s worth repeating.  “Its” is the possessive of it.  “It’s” is the contraction of  it is.   It’s a shame the sheep lost its bell.  

Like/as—Both like and as can be used as prepositions.  He looks like an unmade bed.  He’s as meek as a lamb.  However, only “as” can act as a subordinating conjunction, introducing a clause.  The meeting started on time, just as (not like) I said it would.

Nauseous/nauseated—Something that makes you feel ill is “nauseous.”  You are then “nauseated.”   The nauseous smell of rotten eggs floated through the room and I became nauseated. 

Regretfully/regrettably—These words mean different things.  A regretful person is filled with regret, but a regrettably incident is one that calls for or commands a feeling of regret.   Regrettably, we will not be able to attend.  Architecture aficionados watch regretfully as the building was bulldozed. 

Tack/tact—A “tack” is a course of action; “tact” is the skill of treating people carefully and kindly.   He tactfully suggested that the business needed to take a new tack.

Weather/whether/wether—“Weather” refers to climate conditions.  “Whether” refers to a choice between two alternatives.  The phrase “or not” should not be used with whether.  A “wether” is a castrated male sheep that acts as the leader of the flock and usually wears a bell, hence the term “bellwether” for a leader.  Iowa is a bellwether state in presidential politics.  
Will the weather be sunny for the wedding?  I don’t know whether it will rain.
Whether/if—Careful writers know that whether is a choice between alternatives and that “if” is a conditional word.   I don’t know whether it will rain, but if it rains, I won’t go. 
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