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Introduction


The Foundation of Good
Writing









Grammar has a bad reputation. It is often regarded as dull, dry, mysterious, and frustrating. That is an unfortunate perspective. Gaining a deeper understanding of language and its structure can in fact be an exciting and rewarding activity. It is certainly a valuable one, with many practical professional benefits.


After all, a solid grasp of grammar is the foundation on which good writing rests. Good grammar is not by itself a guarantee of good writing, but good writing cannot exist without it.


The purpose of this small book is to provide guidance to professionals perplexed by questions about the proper placement of the comma, or the nature of dangling modifiers, or the difference between who and whom. With a better understanding of the building blocks of language, you will be better equipped to focus on other ingredients of good writing, such as content, clarity, and style.


Besides reviewing the grammar vocabulary necessary to a discussion of grammatical principles—verbs, pronouns, and clauses, for example—this guide covers sentence structure, the rules of punctuation, and common problems in grammar and usage. It does not provide an exhaustive survey of these topics; instead, it focuses on the grammatical issues most relevant for business communications.


By improving your grasp of English and its structures, you will be better equipped to inform and persuade others in both writing and speech. Good grammar is a powerful tool, at work and in life.
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Chapter 1


Parts of Speech









A basic knowledge of the parts of speech makes it easier to follow discussions of English grammar and to understand the conventions of standard English grammar. This first chapter introduces the fundamental characteristics of these eight word categories: nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, conjunctions, and interjections. If you already know this information, skip ahead to Chapter 2 and use this chapter for reference when you need it.






The Eight Parts of Speech


•nouns


•pronouns


•verbs


•adjectives


•adverbs


•prepositions


•conjunctions


•interjections








As you read through these descriptions, keep in mind that the same word can be a different part of speech depending on how it is used. For example, the word well can function as a noun, adverb, adjective, verb, or interjection. To determine part of speech, you will often need to examine how a word is functioning in a particular sentence.




Noun


The well ran dry.


Adverb


Ramón did well in his TV interview.


Adjective


Laila is not well today.


Verb


When I criticize Robin’s work, tears well up in his eyes.


Interjection


Well! I’ve never been called that before.





1.1 Nouns


A noun refers to a person, place, thing, or idea. If you can perceive something through one of your five senses—sight, sound, smell, taste, or touch—it is probably a noun. Examples include:







	thinker

	desk

	noodle






	notebook

	stapler

	medal






	thunder

	radish

	car






	courtroom

	table

	sushi






	office

	elevator

	sandpaper









Other nouns describe abstract ideas that cannot be perceived through the five senses. The word idea is an abstract noun! Here are some other examples:







	integrity

	arrogance






	belief

	reason






	reputation

	information






	justice

	culture






	creativity

	motivation









There are two special types of nouns worth noting here. The first is the collective noun, which describes a plural concept but is singular in form. Examples include:







	crowd

	team






	staff

	board






	faculty

	couple






	panel

	group






	committee

	jury









Collective nouns create challenges with subject-verb agreement, which you will read about in 6.1.


Another special noun type is the proper noun, which refers to a specific person, place, thing, or idea. Joan Didion, New York City, and the American Bar Association are all examples of proper nouns.


1.2 Pronouns


A pronoun usually refers back to or replaces a noun or another pronoun. In the following sentence, for instance, the pronoun it refers back to the noun report.




Rochelle gave the report to Axel, who read it during lunch.





The word report is the antecedent for it. You can think of the pronoun in part as a tool for convenience; after all, without it we would have to write:




Rochelle gave the report to Axel, who read the report during lunch.





Pronouns don’t always act as surrogates for other words, however. If you think of pronouns as vague versions of nouns, that may help you recognize them. Listed here are some common pronouns:







	I

	which

	no one






	you

	who

	anybody






	he

	that

	anyone






	she

	these

	something






	it

	those

	whoever






	we

	some

	one






	they

	each

	whom






	me

	everyone

	neither






	us

	everybody

	themselves






	ours

	nothing

	either









1.3 Verbs


Verbs usually describe existence or action and can be divided into three broad categories: action, linking, and auxiliary (or helping) verbs. Understanding these categories can help you recognize verbs more easily in a sentence.


1.3.1 Action Verbs


As their name suggests, action verbs generally describe action. Examples include:







	select

	meet






	write

	invoke






	invest

	arrive






	grumble

	employ






	sell

	speak






	react

	advertise









Not all action verbs, however, describe perceptible action. For instance, in the sentence Martha thought about the consequences, the verb thought is an action verb even if Martha is not moving.


Action verbs can be transitive or intransitive. A transitive verb requires a direct object; an intransitive verb cannot take a direct object. Consider these sentences:




The attorney questioned her client.


The attorney strode swiftly down the hallway.





In the first sentence, client is a direct object because it receives the action of the verb questioned, and questioned is a transitive verb. In the second sentence, there is no object to receive the action of the verb strode. In this case, strode is intransitive.


1.3.2 Linking Verbs


Linking verbs describe a state of being. The most common linking verb is to be. Forms include the underlined verbs below:




To Be


I am awake.


She is impatient.


You are ready.


I need to be at work by five.


I was unprepared.


They were in the conference room.


I will be late.


Many people believe that being late is a sign of disrespect.


He has been early every day this week.





Other examples of linking verbs include seem and become.




Rob seems happy.


Rob became frustrated.





Verbs such as appear, feel, look, sound, and smell can all be either linking verbs or action verbs, depending on how they are used in a sentence. For instance, in the following sentence, appeared is a linking verb because it describes a state of being rather than an action.




The manager appeared tired.





In this next sentence, however, appeared is an action verb because it describes an occurrence; something happens in the sentence.




The manager appeared in the doorway.





1.3.3 Auxiliary Verbs


Auxiliary verbs are often called helping verbs because of the supportive role they play in a sentence. They help out—by accompanying the main verb in a clause (see 2.1) and expressing subtle and sometimes not-so-subtle distinctions in meaning.


Examples of auxiliary verbs include:







	be

	can






	do

	could






	have

	may






	might

	should






	must

	will






	shall

	would









The following sentences show auxiliary verbs at work alongside main verbs.




Auxiliary Verbs •Main Verbs


They have talked to the chairman.


She would have attended the meeting if she had caught the earlier train.


I can help you.





Some auxiliary verbs can also be action or linking verbs, depending on how they are used. Here are two sentences containing did, the past tense of to do:




We did not participate in the meeting.


Jacques did the necessary paperwork by 5:00 p.m.





In the first sentence, did is an auxiliary verb, and participate is the main verb. In the second sentence, did is an action verb whose direct object is paperwork.


1.4 Adjectives


An adjective modifies a noun or pronoun. For example, in the following sentence, pharmaceutical is an adjective that describes the noun executive.




A pharmaceutical executive I know just donated $100,000 to an educational charity.





Some people learned in school that the three articles—a, an, and the—are a subcategory of the larger universe of adjectives. Linguistically they are better categorized as determiners, but that discussion falls outside the scope of this book and will not affect our progress here.


The only definite article in English is the. The indefinite articles are a and an. Like their more descriptive adjective counterparts, they work in combination with nouns and pronouns.




Article •Adjective •Modified Noun or Pronoun


a neon sign


a large company


the blue notebook


the idealistic students


the first one


an exhausted, grumpy intern


the streaming video


a successful presentation





1.5 Adverbs


Adverbs can modify any of three parts of speech: verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs. They often end in the letters ly—for example, gradually, regularly, languidly, enthusiastically, and so on.


Some adverbs tell you how quickly something was done:




The reporter typed swiftly.


•Swiftly modifies the verb typed.


Dr. Smith spoke slowly.


•Slowly modifies the verb spoke.





Others tell you degree:




The supervisor was extremely disappointed.


•Extremely modifies the adjective disappointed.


They wrote the speech very quickly.


•Very modifies the adverb quickly, which in turn modifies the verb wrote.





Adverbs can also describe how often something takes place, when it takes place, where it takes place, and more. Other examples of adverbs include:







	almost

	often






	also

	only






	frequently

	quite






	never

	sometimes






	not

	today






	now

	too









Not all words that end in ly are adverbs. For instance, friendly and costly are adjectives and, like other adjectives, can modify only nouns and pronouns.




the friendly store manager a costly mistake





1.6 Prepositions


Prepositions are relationship words. They typically introduce groups of words called prepositional phrases, examples of which are listed below. In each of the phrases, the preposition appears in boldface, and the object of the preposition—the noun or pronoun that follows the preposition—appears in italics.




Preposition • Object of the Preposition


at the door


in the neighborhood


from the CEO


by the journalist


to the human resources manager


on the desk


until the 2:00 p.m. meeting


for everyone


during the day





As you can see, prepositions are often short words, although longer words such as throughout and underneath can also be prepositions.


1.7 Conjunctions


Conjunctions link together words or groups of words. There are three main types of conjunctions: coordinating, subordinating, and correlative.


1.7.1 Coordinating Conjunctions


Coordinating conjunctions combine sentence elements of roughly equal importance. There are seven coordinating conjunctions in all. Because punctuation rules vary according to which type of conjunction is being used, as you will see once you get to future chapters, it can be helpful to memorize them using the memory aid fanboys:




for


and


nor


but


or


yet


so





These are like light glue combining elements of similar weight and emphasis.




He fired Joe, but he immediately regretted it.


•But links what could be two entire sentences—or two independent clauses, to be precise. More on those in Chapter 2.


The class will be attended by managers and directors.


•The word and links the nouns managers and directors.


I need to learn Excel, so I have signed up for a class.


•So links what could be two sentences.





1.7.2 Subordinating Conjunctions


Unlike their coordinating conjunction counterparts, subordinating conjunctions do not combine sentence elements of roughly equal weight; instead, they subordinate one idea to another.


Subordinating conjunctions introduce grammatical elements known as dependent clauses, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. There are dozens of subordinating conjunctions, but common examples include:







	after

	if






	although

	since






	as

	so that






	as if

	unless






	as though

	until






	because

	when






	before

	whenever






	even if

	whereas






	even though

	while









As you can see, some subordinating conjunctions are two words (e.g., even though); most are just one. So that is often written without the that, as in this sentence:




I took a taxi so (that) I could get there on time.





So that has the sense of in order to. It is different from the coordinating conjunction so (introduced in 1.7.1), which shows cause–effect and is also punctuated differently.




It was late, so I took a taxi.





1.7.3 Correlative Conjunctions


Correlative conjunctions work in pairs. Indicated below in boldface are some common examples:




Either Jane or Jim will attend the meeting.


Neither Jane nor Jim will attend the meeting.


Today the company announced not only a new product line but also a new hiring program.





A cautionary note: either and neither are not always conjunctions. They can also sometimes be adjectives or pronouns, depending on how they are used in a sentence.




Neither as Adjective


Neither approach is acceptable.


Neither as Pronoun


Neither of the approaches is acceptable.





1.8 Interjections


Interjections are short utterances or exclamations, such as:




Oh.


Hurray!


Aha!


Zounds!


Yay!





Interjections don’t come up much in business writing (unless your email style is particularly energetic or you work for a comic book company), but you now know the eight parts of speech. Every word in the English language fits into at least one of these eight categories.
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