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Preface


Writing is not merely putting words on a page. It is using words that make sense, that express an idea in the clearest possible way.
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Words on Writing






















Introduction


Despite the current expansion in the use of communication technology, written and verbal literacy is in dramatic decline. Ironically, as our communications proliferate via computer networks, faxes, e-mail and the Internet, we are becoming less and less literate. Our educational system is a convenient culprit. Not all, but many of our schools are woefully underfunded, poorly staffed, and forced to spend more time on policing and less on educating.


Outside of English classes, schools give little attention to grammar, and fewer English teachers require their pupils to diagram sentences. Moreover, many schools no longer require the study of foreign languages (not even Latin, although it is the foundation of English grammar), and some schools would rather teach students to push buttons on computers and calculators than teach them the principles of reason and logic.


As a result, many professional and businesspeople cannot communicate well. Every day—often without knowing it—lawyers, engineers, marketing managers and others lose deals and/or major clients because of poor writing skills. Either the reader misunderstands what the writer has written, or the reader is offended by the tone of a letter or report, by bad grammar, by wordiness and redundancy, by jargon or by other mistakes in communication.


But good writing need not be a dying art. The following chapters are about common mistakes in professional and business correspondence and how to correct them. You can learn to edit your own writing—as well as that of your co-workers and employees—to improve communication with clients, with friends and even with family.


Let’s begin with a quiz to test your literacy quotient.
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How Literate Are You?






A Grammar/Usage Quiz


When you’re trying to close that special deal, to impress a new client or hang on to an old one, your English can make all the difference. But you might not write or speak as well as you think you do. Flawed language is more common today than you may realize. Even journalists, newscasters, politicians and talk-show hosts use words, phrases and sentences that are redundant, awkward and just plain wrong.


To test your language skills, choose the statement below that best completes the scenario described. Then turn to page 11 to find your overall literacy rating.






QUESTIONS






1. You’ve just been asked to give a major presentation to a visiting client from XYZ Industries whose business is much sought after. You stand up and say:






	“Today XYZ Industries is making a major contribution.”


	“At this point in time XYZ Industries is making a major contribution.”


	“In today’s society XYZ Industries is making a major contribution.”






2. You’ve just found out that Charlie, your former boss who always blocked your promotions, is in town. You say to your husband:






	 “I could care less.”


	 “I couldn’t care less.”






3. A co-worker says he knows where to get, cheaply, a slightly used Mercedes, a compact stereo system and ski equipment. But somehow he never gives you the names of the dealers, nor does he offer to take you shopping with him. You tell a friend:






	“The guy is all talking and no action.”


	“The guy is all talk and no action.”


	“The guy just talked, but he doesn’t do anything.”






4. Alice, the new broker, has just appropriated one of your good accounts. You tell a friend:






	 “Alice has behaved contemptibly.”


	 “Alice has behaved contemptuously.”






5. You and your business partner are trying without success to contact a client. Finally you write a note saying:






	 “Please phone Thompson or myself.” 


	“Please phone Thompson or me.”






6. It’s been one of those weeks. You broke your wrist playing racquetball; your Master Card is over the limit; and this morning your car broke down on the Beltway. Reacting, you say:






	“I wish I were on a beach in Hawaii.”


	“I wish I was on a beach in Hawaii.”






7. You’ve been trying, without success, to get Mike O’Malley to merge his small robotics firm with yours. You call your attorney and say:
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	 “Tom, you’ve got to advise me on this matter.”


	 “Tom, you’ve got to advice me on this matter.”


	 “Tom, you’ve got to council me on this matter.”


	 “Tom, you’ve got to counsel me on this matter.”






8. You and your wife are planning a formal dinner to which you’ve invited the president of your company and her husband plus several other company executives and their spouses. You tell a friend that you will be serving:






	 “gourmet food.”


	 “food delicacies.” 


	“fine food.”






9. You’re describing to your boss the football game in which the Ravens stomped the Patriots. Except for a touchdown in the first quarter, the Patriots had:








	 “fewer points during the entire game.”

	“less points during the entire game.”






10. You’ve just emerged from a tedious staff meeting, but it was worth it; you finally got your point across. Elated, you tell your secretary:






	“That was a really good meeting.”


	“That was a real good meeting.”






11. The head of Human Resources tells you that she has heard about an excellent new health benefits program. You ask her:








	“Is this different than the plan we already have?”

	 “Is this different from the plan we already have?”






12. After attending a taping of the Oprah Winfrey  Show, you tell your co-workers:






	“The show was taped before a live audience.”

	“The show was taped before a studio audience.”







Bonus Question 







13. The head of your department was recently named Executive Vice President. You’re thrilled when his wife calls to invite you and your husband to a dinner party. Since the man and his wife live nearly an hour away, you thank her and add:






	 “Hopefully, we’ll arrive early.”

	“We will try to arrive early.”








ANSWERS





1. a. (b) and (c) are unnecessarily wordy. (b) is fast becoming a cliché, and (c) sounds absurd. What was yesterday’s society—the Victorian Age, the Anglo-Saxons, Neanderthal Man?


2. b. To express indifference, you must choose (b). Logically speaking, if you could care less, as in (a), you actually care a lot. (Maybe you do.)


3. b. Only (b) exemplifies correct parallel structure. Words go with similar words, phrases with similar phrases, clauses with similar clauses. (a) uses two different noun forms. In (c), the first verb, talked,  is past tense. The second, doesn’t do, is present; furthermore, the verb do has a helping verb, doesn’t, whereas the verb talked does not.


4. a. If you said (a), you’re safe, because contemptibly  means “deserving of contempt”—which Alice may be, having stolen your client. But if you said (b), which means Alice showed contempt for the client, you’re merely a wishful thinker.


5. b. Trying to sound formal can backfire. If you eliminate Thompson from the sentence, you can see that me is the object of the verb phone.


6. a. You’re not in Hawaii, but unfortunately, still at home. Were is correctly used with both singular and plural subjects to signal the unreality of the stated fact. This form of the verb to be is called the subjunctive mood.


7. a and d. Advise and counsel are verbs meaning “to help.” Advice and council are nouns. Advice is information you get from others; a council is an assembly, an official body of lawmakers. If Tom advises/counsels you well, then you can act on his advice.


8. c. A gourmet, strictly speaking, is a person who enjoys fine food. Both food and delicacies are nouns, and a noun cannot modify a noun; only an adjective can.


9. a. Fewer denotes number; less denotes amount or degree. If you answered (b), you might have made fewer points with your boss or left a less positive impression than you imagined.


10. a. Really is an adverb, and therefore it can modify the adjective good. Real is an adjective, and adjectives can modify only nouns, not other adjectives. If you answered (b), do you mean that all the other meetings you have attended were unreal?


11. b. The preferred preposition after different is from.


12. b. If you said (a), you made the same mistake that many TV announcers have made. The wording in sentence (a) is redundant because all audiences are “live”—unless a few ghosts slip in.


13. b. If you said (a), you meant you’re full of hope but you still may not arrive on time; so don’t expect your hosts to wait.


Give yourself 10 points for each correct answer. If you scored between 100 and 130, you’re literate and should have no problems communicating both professionally and socially. But if you scored less than 100, you’d better bone up. Take a course or buy a grammar text and start studying.
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