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The Writer’s Guide to Good Style


A 21st Century guide to improving your punctuation, pace, grammar and style


Katherine Lapworth




About this book


Welcome to The Writer’s Guide to Good Style: A 21st Century guide to improving your punctuation, pace, grammar and style.


Not so long ago, it seems, people were worrying about the demise of writing. Mobile phones and texting, the doom-sayers predicted, would finish off grammar and punctuation. The writing was on the wall for writing.


In fact, the opposite has happened. We are now writing more than ever before. We send emails and texts, we comment on blogs, keep in touch with friends on social networking sites, as well as write reports, letters and presentations as we did before. A day doesn’t go by when we don’t write something.


Writing is all about communication. To do that successfully means knowing who your reader is and getting your message across so that the reader understands what you are trying to say. And for that, you need to know the basic rules of punctuation and grammar. You also have to appreciate that fashions change (even in writing). Some rules can be bent, some should never have been rules in the first place and some are carved in stone and shouldn’t be messed with.


A good writing style is the way in which a writer uses the English language to express themselves. Every time you write something, you will be judged on what you have written. This book will help you to improve your style and become a better writer.
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In one minute


Style is the way in which writers use language to express themselves. Some writers are masters at this; the rest of us just want to write a clear, coherent style of English to get by in our daily lives.


In this book, we will look at what you need to be able to write clearly and concisely in the twenty-first century. You can use the whole book or concentrate on the chapters which deal with the areas you feel need most work.


Good grammar is the foundation of a good writing style. Chapter 1 looks at grammar; it will help you identify what goes into a sentence and explain the rules that will help you communicate clearly.


Punctuation helps give the tone of voice to a piece and it organizes the grammar so the reader understands the words. Chapter 2 looks at the art of punctuation.


Chapter 3 deals with presentation – how your writing looks on the page. Chapter 4 concentrates on writing with your reader in mind. Chapter 5 looks at what not to do – the things to avoid that can confuse or annoy readers.


The next three chapters look at particular types of writing. ‘Business’ writing is any writing people do at work or as an individual. We deal with letter writing in Chapter 7 and concentrate on electronic communication (emails, blogs, tweets, texts and web pages) in Chapter 8.


The final chapter aims to help you become a better writer. Writing is a craft and one that can be learned and improved on.




1


Introduction and grammar
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In this chapter you will learn about:


•  nouns, pronouns and adjectives


•  verbs, tenses and adverbs


•  conjunctions, prepositions and determiners


•  subjects and objects.


A good style should show no sign of effort. What is written should seem a happy accident.


Somerset Maugham
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Introduction


You don’t need to be a published author to call yourself a writer these days. We are all writers; it’s almost impossible not to write. From emails to texts, writing a ‘thank you’ letter or a job application, we communicate with each other by writing.


Style is the way in which writers use language to express themselves. For some writers, their style is exceptional, able to move us with the way they use their words. The rest of us are just hoping to write a clear, intelligible style of English to get by in our daily lives.


As with most things in life, usage and fashion change how we do things. Writing styles are no different; English is a living language that changes and adapts all the time. Within those shifting patterns and trends, there are rules and guidelines that help keep the language under control so that we can communicate successfully with each other. These are the rules of grammar and punctuation. If you don’t know how grammar and punctuation work, you appear ignorant to others. Though it may seem unfair, people judge us by the way we write and speak as much as how we look and sound or the clothes we wear or the house we live in.


In this book, we will look at the different types of writing we need to do in our daily lives. We will cover areas where people often struggle with rules and usage and we will discuss ways in which we can become better writers.
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Charlotte Bronte’s school report of 1825 said ‘She knows nothing of grammar’ and remarked that she could only write ‘indifferently’.
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Important note


The eagle-eyed among you will notice that some of the style suggestions mentioned here are not actually reflected in this book and that is because the publisher, John Murray Learning, has its own particular house style when it comes to producing Teach Yourself books. One is not ‘more correct’ than the other; they are the preferred way of doing something. Just as one person might have short hair and another chooses to leave theirs long, most publishers, publications and companies have an individual house style that gives them their identity and sets them slightly apart from one another.





Grammar – a short history


It is difficult to avoid mentioning Latin when discussing grammar. In Medieval times, educated people wrote in Latin and, in those days, ‘grammar’ meant the study of Latin. Nowadays, grammar is the study of language in general in which there is a set of standards or a system of rules that we follow to show that we can speak and write correctly.


Books on English grammar and style guides have been produced since the 1500s but it wasn’t until the eighteenth century that the rules governing English grammar became really restrictive. A Short Introduction to English Grammar was one of the most influential books in Britain, written by an Oxford academic, Robert Lowth, in 1762. Unfortunately, a lot of those rules were taken from Latin. As a written ‘dead’ language (rather than a living, spoken one), Latin had lots of established rules that never changed and which gave order and precision. And it worked well – for Latin. It was quite a different matter with English, a living language. Many of the difficulties that people subsequently have had with learning (and understanding) the rules of grammar have occured because the union of the English language (with its Germanic base) with the concepts of Latin and Greek grammar did not always work well together.


This was not a problem while the vast majority of the population did not read or write. But when schooling became compulsory in the second half of the nineteenth century, all children had to learn grammar.
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The following is a poem written for Victorian schoolchildren.


The Nine Articles of Speech


Three little words we often see,


Determiners, like a, an and the.


A noun’s the name of anything,


As school or garden, hoop or string.


An adjective tells the kind of noun,


As great, small, pretty, white or brown.


Instead of nouns the pronouns stand,


John’s head, his face, my arm, your hand.


Verbs tell of something being done,


To read, write, count, sing, jump or run.


How things are done, the adverbs tell,


Like slowly, quickly, ill or well.


A preposition stands before A noun,


as in a room or through a door.


Conjunctions join the nouns together,


Like boy or girl, wind and weather.


The interjection shows surprise,


Like Oh! How charming. Ah! How wise.


The whole are called ‘nine parts of speech’,


Which reading, writing and speaking, teach.


John Neale (1886)
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Generations of school children had to learn the rules of grammar whether they liked it or not. At least they knew how to punctuate, spell and write a coherent sentence. Then, in the second half of the twentieth century, there was a period of about twenty-five to thirty years where the teaching of grammar was considered unnecessary in schools. The result of that was huge numbers of people entering higher education and the working world with an inadequate knowledge of how to write correctly.


Good grammar does not automatically guarantee you a great writing style. That comes from your choice of words, how you put them together and the originality of your thoughts and ideas. However, good grammar is the foundation of good style; it’s the framework that you build your style on and grammar is what we will start with in this chapter.


Grammar – the rules


If you speak English, you already have a basic grasp of grammar. You may not know about it but you know what sounds good and when something doesn’t sound quite right; that is, when the pattern of words hits a wrong note. One of your strongest weapons as a writer is a good ear. Listen in your head to what you have written or others have written. Does it flow and make sense? If it doesn’t, there is usually a problem with the grammar.


Grammar is the system and structure of a language. There is a standard way of using grammar that you find in newspapers, magazines, official documents and books. Non-standard use can be found in slang, dialect, very informal communications between friends and people who just don’t know how to use grammar correctly. Your friends may not wince if you use a double negative or mix your tenses but others will. Good English needs good grammar.


CLAUSES


We refer to ‘clauses’ in this book. A clause is not necessarily a whole sentence but it does contain at least a verb and a subject and other related words that give information about the subject. It is the smallest grammatical unit that can express a complete proposition (proposition = meaning).


Clause = subject + verb. If there is no verb or subject, there is no clause. A sentence should contain at least one clause. For example:


The book, which was written at the turn of the century, was a best-seller as soon as it was published.


•  The main, independent clause – ‘The book was a best-seller as soon as it was published’ – can stand on its own.


•  The dependent, subordinate clause – The book ‘which was written at the turn of the century’ – relies on the other clause.


NOUNS


The traditional definition of a noun has been that it is the name of a person, place or thing. ‘Thing’ is a rather vague term that covers anything from ‘chair’ to ‘beauty’. There are three types of nouns:


•  ordinary or ‘common’ nouns – (butter, eggs, horses, chairs, shoes, pencil, table).


•  proper nouns – names of specific people, places, times, occasions, events or publications, etc.; they start with a capital letter (Katherine, Prince Philip, London, Tuesday, Easter, The Times).


•  abstract nouns – names of things you can’t physically touch or see (direction, poverty, beauty, hope, faith).


Plural nouns


Most nouns, when they are plural, have an ‘s’ on the end (for example, cats, trees, tables).


•  Those ending in ‘s’, ‘x’, ‘ch’, ‘sh’ need ‘-es’ to make them plural (for example, box – boxes, switch – switches).


•  Those ending in ‘-y’ but where the letter before it is not a vowel, the ‘-y’ becomes ‘-ies’ (for example, city – cities, lorry – lorries).


•  Irregular plurals (those that don’t follow the usual pattern) do not need an ‘s’ added (for example, child – children, mouse – mice, sheep – sheep, ox – oxen, wife – wives, man – men, loaf – loaves, foot – feet).


•  Proper nouns tend to be singular (London, not Londons) unlike ordinary nouns (hat – hats); they are not usually used with determiners such as ‘a’, ‘the’, ‘some’, etc. and are written with a capital letter.


A single subject/noun takes the single form of the verb; plural subjects take the plural form of the verb. When two nouns are linked as the subject of the sentence, you often have a choice of whether you use the single or plural form of the verb. It depends on the two nouns because some can be seen as a single entity or idea (such as law and order; gin and tonic).


Collective nouns


Collective nouns are names for a group of things (such as: family, audience, squad, team, enemy, board, band, a flock of sheep, a pride of lions, etc.). A collective noun effectively creates a single entity which, although it is describing more than one thing (audience = a group of people), tends to be treated as a single noun. Therefore, the ‘team is boarding the plane’ rather than the ‘team are boarding the plane’. There can be problems with collective nouns if you are not sure whether they should be regarded as singular or plural. We will look at this in more detail in Chapter 5.


SOME UNUSUAL COLLECTIVE NOUNS


•  A clamour of rooks


•  A murder of crows


•  An exultation of larks


•  A knot of toads


•  A chattering of starlings


•  An ostentation of peacocks


•  A parliament of owls.
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If a noun is used to qualify another, then the first noun is usually in the singular (‘six-inch holes’ rather than ‘six-inches holes’).
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PRONOUNS


These are words that stand in for a noun, often to avoid repeating a word (Janice, who dances, was busy rehearsing when the teacher told her to stay behind after class.).


A pronoun can be a person, place, idea or thing.


•  personal (singular or plural) – I, you, he, she, it, we, they


•  reflexive – myself, yourself, ourselves, itself


•  possessive (who owns what) – my, your, his, ours, theirs, its, mine


•  reciprocal – each other, one another


•  relative – who, whom, what, which, that (to link clauses)


•  interrogative (asking questions) – who, when, whose, which, what


•  demonstrative – this/these, that/those


•  indefinite – each, both, either, all, any, someone, few, some, many, most, more.


Pronouns can be the subject or the object of a sentence: ‘I am the subject of the sentence’ (subject) but ‘The sentence is about me’ (object).
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‘It’ is an extremely flexible pronoun: it can be both a subject and an object pronoun which you can use to refer to different parts of a sentence.
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Problems can arise when the sentence has two subjects: for example, Alice and me…or should that be Alice and I? To make sure you get the right pronoun, find the subject, and ask yourself who or what is doing the action of the verb in a sentence:


•  Alice and me are going on holiday. – Wrong


Split the sentence up: Alice is going on holiday; me is going on holiday. Me is not a subject pronoun but I is. Therefore, change ‘me’ to ‘I’:


•  Alice and I are going on holiday. – Correct


Numbers can also act as pronouns: ‘We got up at six in the morning and managed to be first in the queue.’


ADJECTIVES


Adjectives are words that qualify (or describe) a number, colour, type or other qualities of a noun or pronoun:


•  He lived in a small house with a red door.


•  It was an exciting trip.


Most adjectives have three forms:


1  positive (big, happy)


2  comparative (bigger, happier)


3  superlative (biggest, happiest).


Adjectives usually come before nouns but not always (as in ‘The house is small and the door is red.’). They can sometimes function as a noun (‘The old and the infirm’) or as an adverb (‘a quick-witted girl’, ‘a bitter-cold night’).


You can have several adjectives in a clause or sentence and there is no hard and fast rule as to the order they should be written in. It is a case of using common sense and what sounds best. For example, which of the following sounds better?


•  On holiday, we visited the beautiful, ancient stone castles and palaces.


•  On holiday, we visited the stone, ancient, beautiful castles and palaces.


The first makes more sense even though all the words in both sentences are the same. The order is the only thing that is different. Remember that the more natural and logical the sequence of adjectives, the more likely the reader is to understand the sentence and absorb the information.


ADVERBS


Adverbs add colour and meaning to a verb, an adjective or another adverb. They tell us how, where or when a verb happens (for example, ‘she talked loudly’). When an adverb is directly linked to the verb so that it describes how the action is being done, as in the above example, it is called a modifying adverb (‘loudly’ modifies the verb ‘talked’).


•  The position of adverbs in a sentence is flexible; they do not have to come after a verb. For example:


○  We walked slowly; I quickly ran; the steak is well cooked.


•  Adverbs can be one word or several. They give us an idea of a whole range of meanings such as how something is done, where it is being done and when. For example:


○  We remained happily / at home / that weekend.


○  David missed the bus and had to walk a long way.


•  Adverbs can work together as adverb phrases. If you find that you have several together, it is usual to put them in the following order: how, where, when. In other words:


○  We will meet as soon as possible (how) at head office (where) next week (when).


Some words can be either an adjective or an adverb, depending on where they are in a sentence. They look the same but take their role as one or the other from the way they function in the sentence.


Adjectives: They took the early train; it was late morning; we had a fine room.


Adverbs: They arrived early; we started late; she seemed fine.


Generally, many (but not all) adverbs end in -ly (slowly, pleasantly, gently, generally) but not all words ending in -ly are adverbs (for example, ‘kindly’ and ‘deadly’ are adjectives).
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Resist the urge to use adverbs at every opportunity. When you review your writing, check how many adverbs you have used and see if you can replace them with a different verb. For example: change ‘I eat my food quickly’ to ‘I gobble my food’. Substitute ‘I ran slowly’ for ‘I jogged’.
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CONJUNCTIONS


Conjunctions are joining words; they link words, sentences and parts of sentences (clauses) together.


•  I wrote a note but forgot to leave it because I was in a hurry.


The different kinds of conjunctions are:


•  co-ordinating – linking words/phrases of equal importance: ‘The road is long and hard.’


•  subordinating – linking less important phrases to one or more of greater importance: ‘I used to play tennis when I was a girl.’


Examples of conjunctions:






	and

	because

	but

	or

	nor






	yet

	so

	although

	for

	when







PREPOSITIONS


These are probably some of the shortest words in the English language but they play an important part in a sentence despite their small size. They come before nouns and pronouns (‘preposition’ means ‘something that is placed before’) and help give meaning or connection between two parts of a sentence. They are joining words and do not work on their own; they are always with an object.


•  We started to leave at midday.


•  She lived in an apartment.


•  The books are on the table.


•  We travelled through the night on a train.


Examples of prepositions:






	about

	by

	because of

	on

	through






	across

	down

	in terms of

	onto

	to






	after

	a part from

	inside

	out

	near to






	at

	in spite of

	into

	over

	toward/s






	ahead of

	during

	of

	instead of

	under






	as far as

	for

	off

	with reference to

	up






	before

	from

	due to

	round

	with






	behind

	in

	on behalf of

	since

	 







DETERMINERS AND ARTICLES


Determiners go before nouns and noun phrases. The most common are:


•  the – definite article, used to identify a specific (or definite) thing:


○  The dog chases the ball (it is a known dog chasing a particular ball).


•  a / an* – indefinite article, referring to singular nouns in general:


○  I must buy a ball (any ball will do, it doesn’t have to be a particular one).


*Use ‘a’ when a word starts with a hard ‘h’ (‘a hand’) and use ‘an’ when a word starts with a silent ‘h’ (‘an hour’). Pronouns and proper nouns do not need articles.


Determiners allow us to express many distinctions of quantity (some people), emotion (what beauty), ask questions (where is it?) and possession (your books). Like adjectives, they only make sense when attached to a noun or a noun phrase.


Numbers also act as determiners (two dogs, seven countries). There are three types of number:


•  cardinal – e.g. 4, four, 89, eighty-nine, three hundred, million


•  ordinal – e.g. third, eleventh, 45th


•  fractions – e.g. third, half, three-sixths.


Numbers – singular or plural?


•  If you are talking about a specific number, ‘the number twenty-five’, then it is treated as a singular noun and therefore needs a single verb (‘the number is 25’).


•  If you are talking about a number of things, then this means that you have plural nouns which need plural verbs (‘a number of trains were delayed’).


Expressions that use numbers can be either singular or plural. It depends on the context of the sentence and whether you are using them as a single entity or as individual entities in a group. For example:


•  13.1 miles is a half marathon and a long way to run (it’s a single distance).


•  The 13 miles are uphill all the way (every one of the thirteen miles goes uphill so plural).


We will discuss numbers and how to write with them in greater detail in Chapter 3.


VERBS


Practically every sentence needs a verb. A verb is the ‘doing’ or ‘state of being’ word that the meaning of the sentence rests on. It is generally one word but you can have multi-word verbs, such as sit down, come in, get off, look down on (these are called phrasal verbs). The verb you choose to use determines what other grammatical elements you can have in a clause. You can break them down into different types.


REGULAR VERBS


Regular verbs follow a pattern so you can predict the form the verb is going to take depending on whether it’s singular or plural (I eat, you eat, he/she eats, we eat, you eat, they eat).


IRREGULAR VERBS


Some forms of verb are unpredictable. Luckily there aren’t huge numbers of irregular verbs. The best known is probably ‘to be’ (I am, you are, he/she is, we are, you are, they are).


TRANSITIVE VERBS


This is where a subject does something to a direct object, e.g. ‘We caught the bus’ – the direct object is the bus; ‘we’ are the subject.


Other examples of transitive verbs: ‘You must leave the shop’; ‘He read his book’.


INTRANSITIVE VERBS


These are action verbs where the action is being done, but not to anything or anyone else, e.g. ‘We ran away quickly’ – there is no direct object.


Other examples of intransitive verbs: ‘It rained’, ‘He grew up to be a soldier’.


Some verbs can be both transitive and intransitive, e.g. you can eat sweets and you can eat every day; you break my heart and my heart breaks.
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The more a verb is used in speech and writing, the more likely it is to be irregular (such as the verb ‘to be’).
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Rarely is the question asked: is our children learning?
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Verb tenses


The tense of a verb tells you when the action took place, either in the present, past or future. The Thai language has just one tense so the verb remains the same whether you are talking about the past, present or future. Other words in the sentence give a sense of the time in which the action is taking place (today, yesterday, right now and so on).


In English, grammarians, academics and linguistic experts argue about the number of tenses that exist. For some, there are anything up to 14 different tenses (present simple, present continuous, present perfect…). For others, there are just two set forms of verb tense: past and present (‘I rode my bike’; ‘I ride my bike’). Notice that there are two versions of the verb ‘to ride’ that indicate present and past.


In English, there is not a particular ending that indicates future tense (as other languages, like French, have). Instead, English uses additional words with the verb (such as ‘will’, ‘will have’, ‘be about to’ or ‘shall’) to show future tense (‘I will ride my bike’).


The past tense is traditionally used for story telling (‘Once upon a time…’). Using the present tense gives a live, immediate feeling. Some journalists, when reporting a story that happened in the past, will use the present tense, which helps to give a sense of immediacy about their writing. Present tense can also be used for general commentary and for emphasis.


Generally, the rule is that you do not switch your tenses around when you are writing something. This is especially true if you are writing something that has a logical sequence to it (in formal writing such as a report or an essay). Mixing your tenses in the same passage of text can be confusing; are you talking about the past, present or future? For example:


•  James walked [past tense] home and reads [present tense] the letter as he went [past tense].


Participles


A participle is a part of a verb and every verb has two types of participle: the present and past. You can give a strong sense of the present using the present participle ‘-ing’ (We are walking, I am reading, they are running, you are taking).


Regular verbs can be put into the past tense by adding a past participle ‘-d’ or ‘-ed’ (We walked; she washed; they floated).


Irregular verbs, the unpredictable ones, do not follow that pattern; for example:














	Present

	Past






	I am

	I was






	you go

	you went






	we say

	we said
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There are more irregular verbs in British English than there are in American. While in England, one would write ‘spilt’ or ‘learnt’ as past tense verbs; in America, it is more common to add regular past tense verb forms – ‘spilled’ and ‘learned’.
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Active and passive


When people talk about the ‘voice’ of a piece of writing, they are referring to either the active or passive voice. In most sentences, you have a subject, a verb and an object. In a sentence that uses the active voice (and therefore an active verb) these three elements appear in that order, subject – verb – object:


•  The cat [subject] sat [verb] on the mat [object].


•  The car [subject] hit [verb] the fence [object].


In these examples, ‘sat’ and ‘hit’ are the active verbs. The cat is doing the sitting, the car is doing the hitting and they both come before the object (the mat and the fence).


A sentence using the passive voice (and passive verb) reverses this order so that the object comes before the verb and is followed by the subject:


•  The mat [object] was being sat on [verb] by the cat [subject].


•  The fence [object] was hit [verb] by the car [subject].


The mat and the fence are the receivers of the action (sitting and hitting).


Using a form of the verb ‘to be’ often signals when the passive voice is being used. If you use the passive voice too much, you run the risk of repeating the same old verbs (‘was’, ‘were’) over and over again.


In most cases, the active voice is preferred to the passive. The active voice is livelier, more direct and less wordy, while the passive can be impersonal and detached:


•  I love the children [active] = The children are loved by me [passive].


We will look at the pros and cons of using the active/passive voice in greater detail in Chapter 4.


Gerunds


Gerunds are verbs that are made to function as nouns by adding -ing.


•  Seeing is believing.


•  Running helps you to stay fit.


•  Knitting can be therapeutic.


•  We hate working at the weekend.


SUBJECTS


A verb cannot exist in a vacuum. Someone or something must also be in the sentence along with the verb performing the action – in other words, the subject.


The subject of a sentence usually (but not always) appears before the verb in a statement and after the first verb in a question:


•  The sun shone brightly.


•  Have they gone now?


•  Losing weight takes commitment.


The subject controls whether the verb is used in its singular or plural form:


•  He drinks tea.


•  They drink milk.


The subject also controls other parts of a sentence:


•  I dressed myself.


•  She dressed herself.


•  They dressed themselves.


Subjects can be:


A noun (either a single noun or a phrase):


•  The bus was late.


•  Kim ran away.


•  Flour, milk and butter are the ingredients.


A pronoun:


•  I dislike mushrooms.


•  That sounds interesting.


•  Who is that?


A subordinate clause:


•  Where you walk is ideal.


•  What we discovered was amazing.


OBJECTS


The object describes on what or on whom an action is being performed. In the sentence, ‘We ate the meal’, ‘the meal’ is the object of the verb ‘eat’.


The object usually (but not always) follows the subject in a sentence. You can have direct or indirect objects.


•  Direct – the person or thing that is directly affected by the action of the verb:


○  The dog chased the cat.


○  I admire Alex.


•  Indirect – usually a living thing that is the recipient of the action in the sentence; a direct object is also usually present in a sentence like this and follows the indirect object:


○  He [subject] gave [verb] the child [indirect object] a present [direct object].


Objects can be:


•  a noun (single noun or phrase):


○  He saw Julie.


○  We discovered a wonderful restaurant.


•  a pronoun:


○  Julie saw me.


○  You said what?


•  a subordinate clause:


○  He thought they were wrong.




Does grammar matter?


The art of analysing the different grammatical parts of a sentence is called ‘parsing’. It is a good idea to parse what you read and write so that you can identify subjects, objects and verbs; adjectives and adverbs; prepositions and conjunctions.


The rules of grammar are not meant to restrict you or make things difficult for a writer. They are there to help us communicate clearly. Knowing the rules means you write clear, intelligible English. But grammar is only one important part of writing; the other crucial element to writing well is punctuation. When we talk, the meaning of what we say is helped by our body language, our tone of voice, the intonation we use, by waving our hands around or raising an eyebrow, in addition to the actual words we use. When we write, we don’t have those additional aids so we use punctuation to help give meaning and tone to our words. And punctuation is what we look at in the next chapter.








10 THINGS TO TRY


  1  Read through a newspaper or magazine and circle all the subjects and underline all the verbs.


  2  Do the same exercise to a sample of your own writing.


  3  See if you can identify all the subordinate clauses in a newspaper article, then compare this with a section from a book of fiction. Are there more or less subordinate clauses in the newspaper article?


  4  Look through a sample of writing (yours, a newspaper or a report) for all words ending in -ly. If the word is an adverb, cross it out and reread the sentence. Which version works better – the one with or without the adverb?


  5  Look out for weak verb/adverb combinations (e.g. ‘she walked quietly’) and substitute for a stronger verb (e.g. ‘she crept’ or ‘she tiptoed’). Does it improve the sentence?


  6  Underline the words that end in -ing in your writing. Are there too many? If you want to reduce them, try using a simple present or past tense and see if that strengthens your writing. Do the same for an article in a magazine or newspaper.


  7  Find a passage of writing that you admire and identify all the pronouns.


  8  Research some of the more unusual collective nouns.


  9  Come up with a list of ten adjectives that could describe:


a)  an old building


b)  a baby


c)  a football match.


10  Find a piece of writing that is written in the past tense; change the tense to the present. Does it make it more dramatic?
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Punctuation
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  how punctuation helps your writing


•  how punctuation style has changed


•  about punctuation marks and what they do


•  when to use capital letters.


Writing, when properly managed, is but a different name for conversation.


Lawrence Sterne
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When we speak, we don’t actually use full stops, semicolons and commas. We may pause now and again but, in essence, as we talk a stream of words comes out. In old written texts, that is exactly what the scribes recorded – there were no breaks or spaces separating the words. The earliest punctuation marks were put there to help people who were reading out loud pause and stress the words correctly. Only in the thirteenth century did punctuation marks for printed words become more common.


If you look at a Victorian novel or essay, you will be struck at the sheer number of punctuation marks used: commas, semicolons, brackets, dashes and so on. Writers in the nineteenth century tended to write long sentences so punctuation was necessary to keep the reader on track and to guide them through to the end of the sentence. Sentences have become much shorter since the nineteenth century. Initially this was influenced by the modern punchier newspaper style and then by the internet and emails. With shorter sentences, there is less need for heavy punctuation.


But you cannot do without punctuation altogether. It does two important things: it helps reflect the sound of the ‘voice’ of the piece (its tone, rhythm and feeling) and it organizes the grammar so the reader understands the meaning. Used correctly, punctuation removes any ambiguity or confusion from what you are writing. In her book Eats, Shoots and Leaves, Lynn Truss shows how punctuation can have a major impact on the meaning of a sentence. She takes the phrase ‘A woman without her man is nothing’ and shows that by adding punctuation in certain ways, you can end up with two very different meanings:


•  A woman, without her man, is nothing.


•  A woman: without her, man is nothing.


Some writers are known for being heavy-handed with their punctuation and others prefer to use as little as possible; for example, the famous (long) soliloquy of Molly Bloom in James Joyce’s Ulysses uses only two punctuation marks (a couple of full stops) while Tom Wolfe is not afraid to employ the exclamation mark throughout his work.


Where punctuation is concerned, it is a matter of ‘style’. In this sense, you could call punctuation an art; one writer compared it to a musical score. It is how you use it that matters, rather than slavishly following some rules. Punctuation is there to help the reader understand what the writer intended. Used well, it can create some subtle effects.
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Key idea








Harold Ross, editor of The New Yorker, was fond of commas; the writer, James Thurber, was not. Ross would always add commas to Thurber’s contributions to the magazine. He added one to the sentence, ‘After dinner, the men went into the living room’, explaining that the comma was a way of ‘giving the men time to push back their chairs and stand up’.
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So punctuation, even at its most basic, is fundamental to a writing style. Most people will be familiar with the full stop (period), comma and dash. Those three basic punctuation marks will get you by in English but there are several more that can raise your written communication to more sophisticated heights. Let us start with the familiar ones.


Comma (,)


Writers tend to use either too many or too few commas. The trend nowadays is to use as few as possible, as long as clarity and meaning are preserved. A sentence with two commas or less is much more direct than one that, awkwardly, if you know what I mean, has lots, and lots of commas, which, as we know, can confuse, and annoy, the reader!


It was traditional to teach that a comma should be used when you wanted to pause (take a breath) during a sentence. A comma was the short pause contrasting with the longer pause (the full stop) at the end of the sentence. While that is true, especially if you are reading the words aloud, it does not give a full description of what the comma is capable of. You can use commas for:


•  Listing – where you have a list of more than two things and where ‘and’ or ‘or’ could be used instead of the comma to separate items in a list: ‘I saw lions, tigers, bears, giraffes and zebras’ rather than ‘I saw lions and tigers and…’; ‘I need to buy butter, biscuits, camera, batteries’. Using the commas here helps to avoid confusion. Imagine the second sentence without the commas; is it two items, ‘butter biscuits’ and ‘camera batteries’, or four? A comma is not needed before the ‘and’ at the end of the list (see ‘Oxford/Harvard/serial comma’ later in this chapter).


•  Parentheses – (see also ‘Bracketing’ later in this chapter) a pair of commas used to set off a weak interruption: ‘The chicken, while strutting round the coop, let out some contented clucks’; ‘We thought, on the whole, it went well.’ Always remember to close the bracketing with another comma.


•  Joining – between two clauses instead of using a conjunction like ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘or’, ‘yet’, ‘while’: ‘Mark always got up late, yet he was rarely late for work.’


•  Consecutive adjectives – which are equally important when it comes to describing a noun: ‘A jolly, red, polka-dotted skirt.’


•  Omission – used to show that words have been left out instead of repeated: ‘It was a noisy, dirty train’ – rather than write ‘noisy and dirty’ the comma takes the place of ‘and’.


•  Before direct speech – e.g. He said, ‘I don’t know.’ Although this use seems to be dropping out of fashion (see ‘Quotation Marks’ later in this chapter).


•  Introductory words – such as ‘for example’, ‘for instance’ (although this style is also changing and commas are being used less and less here).


•  Setting apart a name from the rest of the sentence – e.g. ‘More tea, Vicar?’ ‘Mary, let’s get going.’


•  Setting apart an exclamation or interjection – e.g. ‘Goodness, that was a surprise!’


•  Numbers of four digits or more – e.g. 3,150. Use a comma after every third digit, reading from right to left.


WHEN NOT TO USE A COMMA


•  If you want to join two complete sentences, e.g. ‘Jane loves bread, Ann dislikes cheese’, because the comma is not strong enough to hold the two together on its own. This is called a ‘comma splice’ and is grammatically incorrect. Use either a semicolon or rewrite the sentence: ‘Jane loves bread; Ann dislikes cheese’ or ‘Jane loves bread while Ann dislikes cheese.’


•  With compound words: i.e. ‘a beautiful Christmas tree’ has no comma between ‘beautiful’ and ‘Christmas’ because we are referring to a ‘Christmas tree’ (a compound word) rather than a tree that is beautiful and Christmas. A compound word is one that is formed by two words joined together to make a new word (e.g. ‘sand’ and ‘paper’ have two distinct meanings; put together they form a compound word, ‘sand paper’; other examples: ‘French poodle’, ‘Scotch egg, ‘China tea).


•  After a number: ‘Two, cats; three, apples’ is incorrect. ‘Two cats; three apples’ is correct.


•  To separate words that indicate a number or amount, such as ‘more’, ‘less’, etc.: ‘many cats’, ‘few apples’.
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