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Introduction


There’s a vast and confusing range of books about grammar and usage on the market. You could probably go a fair way to filling the Meteor Crater in Arizona with them. Then there are a zillion websites talking about good grammar and bad grammar, and a squillion million internet videos of people leaping up and down in front of whiteboards teaching grammar to anyone with the patience to watch them. It is quite natural for native speakers of all varieties of English to feel unsure of or have doubts about the grammar of their language, be it British, American, Nigerian or Indian. This is nothing to be ashamed of or to feel guilty about. Uncertainty about grammar is not your dark secret: welcome to the world.


So, what is ‘good’ when it comes to grammar and usage? Shakespeare infamously used a number of what we now call double comparatives and double superlatives such as more hotter, more worse and most bravest, and, of course, what is considered ‘good’ changes over time. Some things which were considered wrong only a few decades ago are now in use by almost everyone, and vice-versa. My aim in this book is to help you feel comfortable with what is widely accepted as standard usage at this time – and, I hope, to entertain you on the way. Things are not always 100% clear-cut, so be prepared to go away with decisions to make and something to think about, rather than always being dished up truths and certainties, which are likely to be untruths and uncertainties or, if they aren’t already, may well be so a few years from now.







What is a field guide to grammar?


Grammarians are specialists who try to observe and describe how we typically speak and write. Some grammarians tell you how you should use the language in order to be correct; they are like doctors who prescribe medicines to keep us in good health. Grammars that state what is correct and what is not correct are prescriptive grammars. Grammars that simply describe how people use the language without making any value judgements about good or bad grammar are descriptive grammars. This field guide uses a mixture of both.


Some grammarians get their grammar from past grammars that have been published and then just update them. Sometimes they add a dose of introspection, bits of grammar they were taught in school and brainwaves they get while pondering on the subject. These methods can result in odd, dotty or even downright erroneous versions of grammar.
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The armchair grammarian


A more reliable method – and the method I use – is to observe how people use grammar and to make field notes. You do this by reading books, newspapers, letters, websites, blogs, emails, etc., listening to radio and TV, and shamelessly eavesdropping on people’s conversations in public spaces. If you gather enough field notes on a particular point of grammar, you can start to craft a useful statement about current usage. Field notes have a long and respectable history in the study of language. This book uses a lot of fieldwork, though I’ve never bugged anyone’s conversations or read their private diaries, even when they’ve left them open on the table in the hope that someone will read them. So this book is a field guide. As such, you will notice the letters Fn in the margins from time to time. This annotates a field note.
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The fieldworker-grammarian


To back up my notes, I have consulted the 100-million-word British National Corpus, which has written texts and transcripts of spoken language in it. Likewise, the 14-million-word Written and Spoken Open American National Corpus has been an invaluable source of evidence. And then on top of that, I’ve read scores of academic papers and books about different aspects of English and different varieties of English around the world. Like every other grammarian, I can’t know everything about everything so I check if my field notes and observations are simply oddities and idiosyncrasies, or whether they really are evidence of widespread usage, as shown in corpora and recorded in other scholars’ published research. I then try to distil my years of observations and corpus research into straightforward guidelines and clear examples that I hope you will find to be both informative and enjoyable, and which illustrate how people actually use the language, as opposed to how we think they do or ought to do. What matters is that you should make your own choices, based on the evidence of current usage and what is appropriate in a given situation.







Why do we need a guide to grammar?


In 2020 and 2021, the world became gripped by the coronavirus pandemic and school buildings were shut down in many countries, leaving parents, carers and guardians ill-prepared for the situation of learning at home which had been thrust upon them. I met frustrated parents who were finding it really difficult to help their children because they had never been taught English grammar when they were young. They felt themselves to be part of the ‘lost generation’ of the latter part of the twentieth century when, in a number of English-speaking countries, grammar was no longer taught explicitly. You might be one of them.


The neglect of grammar was partly understandable, since the grammar taught up to the 1960s and 1970s was often mind-numbingly dull, abstract and formal, full of bewildering Latin terminology and all about rules and not breaking them, except when there were exceptions, which made things even more confusing. For some people, trigonometry and the theory of relativity were much easier to digest. Grammar has made a comeback since the turn of the millennium, the pendulum has swung the other way, and now, in England, for example, primary school children are expected to be familiar with grammatical terminology, including the infamous ‘fronted adverbial’ that has generated so much controversy in the UK media. I hope this book will help you if you are a member of the lost generation struggling to get to grips with standard English, and that your seven-year-old won’t shame you.









How to use this book


You can just read it from cover to cover if you wish and if you’ve got the time. There is a table of contents at the beginning of the book and the whole book is organized A–Z and has many cross-references, so you have various ways into it. You can read the explanations or just enjoy the field notes, which are annotated with a line and the abbreviation Fn. If you’re unfamiliar with grammar terms and basic parts of speech, I suggest starting with the guide to Basic Terminology at the back of the book.







GRAMMAR AND USAGE A–Z

 

Aa


AAPA

English doesn’t have many words beginning with a double A, but this one came to the rescue. It is an Urdu word that has made it into the prestigious Oxford English Dictionary. It means an older sister and it’s also used as a form of address to other older women. It is a good example of how words from across the world become integrated into English, in this case from the Indian sub-continent.

See INDIAN ENGLISH, LOAN WORDS




ABBREVIATIONS

There is probably now a greater need than ever to shorten words when so much of our communication is through finger-and-thumb jabbing on phones and tablets. Most abbreviations are transparent, though some are from Latin, such as e.g. (exempli gratia – for example), i.e. (id est – that is), N.B. (nota bene – please note), cf. (confer – compare).

One choice you have to make is whether to punctuate abbreviations. Full stops / periods are generally used more in American English than in British English in abbreviations such as a.m., p.m., and in titles such as Dr., Ms. and Mr. Names of companies and other institutions, especially in their advertisements and logos, usually don’t use punctuation (BA – British Airways; CIA – Central Intelligence Agency).

Old newsreels from the 1950s often show British television cameras with B.B.C. proudly emblazoned on their side, but nowadays it is always just BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation).

Texting and social media posting has brought us into a whole new world of abbreviations: LOL (laugh out loud), IMHO (in my humble opinion), TBH (to be honest), BTW (by the way) are just a few of them.

Tip: TBH, IMHO, you should perhaps be careful not to use them in more formal situations.

See FULL STOP, PERIOD




ACCEPT and EXCEPT

It’s perhaps surprising, in this age of tyrannical automatic spell-checkers and grammar-checkers, to find so many web pages dedicated to explaining the difference between accept and except, and so many people posting questions online about the difference between them and how to use them. But grammar-checkers often get it wrong and spell-checkers are sometimes too clever for their own good, so, just for the avoidance of doubt: accept is a verb which means to receive, agree or say yes to something, except is a preposition or conjunction meaning ‘not including’. The problem is that they can sound the same in everyday informal speaking, so they get mixed up in people’s minds.


I am proud to accept this award on behalf of my teammates. (to receive)

Everyone except Maya looked happy. (Maya was the one person not happy)



Except with for is usually followed by nouns or noun-equivalents.


Except for a small minority, everyone voted for the changes to the rules.



In times past, when school grammar textbooks laid down the law, everyone had to accept the rules… except, of course, where there were exceptions.




ACCOMMODATION

Note the spelling: -cc- -mm-. Traditionally, British English treats this as a mass (uncountable) noun, so it is not used in the plural.


They have some wonderful accommodation for students on campus these days, not like when I was at university.



However, American English and some other world varieties of English have long been happy with plural accommodations in sentences like the above and you’ll occasionally see and hear it in British English too.




ACROSS

There is a journalistic use of this which has become common in British English in recent years, meaning ‘up to date with’, as in:


Stay tuned. Our Rome correspondent will be keeping us across that story in the coming hours.






ADJECTIVE

See BASIC TERMINOLOGY: A GUIDE




ADVERBIALS


What adverbials do in clauses

Primary school teachers will be familiar with the problems of teaching grammar to 8–11-year-olds and struggling with the prescriptions of the official curriculum. In the English National Curriculum, this includes teaching children about adverbials. During the pandemic home-schooling months of 2020, a number of parents told me they too were struggling with the concept of adverbials, something the 30–50 age group say they were never taught at school. BBC Radio 4’s Today devoted a discussion to adverbials on 29 January 2021; adverbials seemed to be the subject of a media moral panic.

Basically, English clauses consist of various components. There are subjects (the ‘doers’ of actions, the ‘agents’), verbs (the actions, states and processes the agents engage in), objects (the people and things acted upon, the ‘receivers’) and adverbials (the circumstances surrounding actions and events). Adverbials fill in the information about how, when, where, why things are done or happen, the degree to which they are done, and so on.

Here are some simple examples.

S = Subject  V = Verb  O = Object  A = Adverbial




	S
	V
	O
	A
	COMMENT





	I
	sold
	my car
	last week.
	tells us when



	It
	happened
	 
	so quickly.
	tells us how



	They
	built
	a house
	on the edge of the village.
	tells us where



	It
	offended
	her
	greatly.
	tells us to what degree





Adverbials are often prepositional phrases, i.e. phrases that begin with prepositions, such as on Monday, in the corner, over the bridge, at six o’clock. But they can also be single adverbs playing the role of adverbials in the clause, such as carefully, suddenly, greatly, upstairs, yesterday. In some grammars, clauses starting with -ing or a preposition + -ing are called adverbial clauses and are treated as adverbials:


Taking great care not to be seen, she removed the money from the envelope.






Fronted adverbials

Adverbials can be quite mobile, occupying different positions in clauses. In the table of examples, they were all at the end, but often they are brought to the beginning for emphasis, contrast, or special focus. These are called fronted adverbials.


Suddenly, there was a loud bang.

On the ground floor there are three reception rooms and a large kitchen-diner. Upstairs there are three bedrooms and a family bathroom.

Carefully and with some trepidation, they stepped on to the rope bridge.



Fronted adverbials have been a great source of public debate and controversy in the UK, with some questioning the wisdom of teaching such terminology to very young children.
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Early years education






ADVERBS (WELL, SUDDENLY)

Adverbs are a very versatile class of word. Their typical role is to add information about how, where, when, to what extent or under what circumstances things happen. They can also add to the meaning of adjectives.

Most adverbs end in -ly (e.g. slowly, beautifully, badly), though some everyday adverbs do not (well, fast, better, worse, hard [as in work hard], inside, etc.). The following are non-standard:


It all happened very sudden. (= suddenly)

She did really good in her exams. (= well)




Norman Blake’s 2004 book, Shakespeare’s Non-Standard English, has a long list of adjectives used as adverbs (e.g. thou didst it excellent [modern usage: excellently], from Taming of the Shrew).

I grew up in South Wales, where adverbs without -ly were considered as normal as being able to sing in harmony. Our national poet, Dylan Thomas, famously referred to the boys dreaming wicked in his immortal Under Milk Wood.



See HARDLY AND HARD, RIGHT(LY), TIGHTLY, WRONG(LY)




AFFECT or EFFECT

Affect is a verb meaning to influence someone or something.


Solar flares can affect radio communications on earth.

We were deeply affected by the sad news.



A complication comes with effect. As a noun, its meaning is related to the verb affect and it means ‘influence or result’.


The effects of the storm were felt over a large area.

Did that cough medicine you bought have any effect?



It’s also used in the phrase special effects.


That movie had some amazing special effects.



Effect can also be used as a verb meaning ‘to achieve’ or ‘bring about’, but it’s rather formal and its use as a verb is thousands of times less frequent than its use as a noun.


The National Executive has effected some basic changes in the party structure.

The summit participants signed an agreement designed to effect widespread reforms to climate regulation.






AGREEMENT (CONCORD)


Subject-verb concord (I work, she works)

This is basically about making sure the subject and verb don’t clash in terms of number.

Except for the verb to be, English verbs are straightforward in the present tense, unlike heavily inflected languages, where verbs can have lots of complicated endings. All you need to do is add -s (or -es) when you refer to a third person singular entity (i.e. not I, you we or they).


He works for a software company and his wife runs a big charity organization.

My dad watches all kinds of sport on TV but he never does any himself.



When the subject is a plural noun or pronoun, no -s is used:


My friends all live miles away.

We never work after five o’clock.






Nouns that are always plural (politics, economics)

Some nouns are always plural, for example the names of many academic disciplines (economics, politics, physics). These are used with a singular verb:


Quantum mechanics is beyond me. I think you need a brain the size of a planet to understand it all.

Politics is a popular subject at universities these days.



However, when politics refers to a person’s ideology or attitudes, it is generally used with a plural verb:


Her politics are very right wing. I was surprised.




Ben Jonson, in his The English Grammar of 1640, Made by Ben Jonson for the benefit of all Strangers out of his observation of the English Language now spoken and in use, tackles the issue of agreement with always-plural nouns, reminding us that there’s not much new under the sun:

In this exception of number, the verb sometime agreeth not with the governing noun of the plural number, as it should, but with the noun governed: as Riches is a thing oft-times more hurtful than profitable to the owners.

Riches are a thing most people can only dream of would be the usual form nowadays.






Subjects linked by and (Harun and his brother were there)

When subjects are linked by and, be careful not to be fooled by a singular noun before the verb:


Harun and his brother was there. (non-standard)

Harun and his brother were there. (standard)




Just recently, a nutritionist interviewed on the BBC in the UK, commenting on dubious health claims made about certain food products, said:


Nutritional and health claims is very important.



The verb should be plural (are very important) but the speaker was probably thinking of nutritional and health claims taken together as one important issue, so psychologically just a single idea. This kind of psychological concord is more common than one might expect, and you may want to keep an eye out for it in your own speaking and writing so that you don’t do it in inappropriate contexts, especially more formal ones – most people won’t even notice it in everyday social conversation.



When the subjects are linked by expressions like along with, in conjunction with, in collaboration with and as well as, the main subject (underlined) determines whether the verb is singular or plural:


Jim, along with his cousin, runs a small software company.

The two sisters, in collaboration with their younger brother, make documentaries for TV.






Complex subjects (the risk of infections, pressures on the living wage)

Complications arise when the subject is a complex phrase with a mix of singular and plural elements. Here are two recently heard examples from TV and radio that are typical of the problem that arises.


We are redefining what the value of things are.

When too many hospital beds are occupied, the risk of infections increase.

I asked him a minute or two ago how the state of talks are at the moment.



People often get confused by the nearest noun to the verb, in the first example the plural things, in the second example the plural infections, and in the third the plural talks, so these speakers have made the verb plural. But the main nouns in the underlined phrases (the headwords as they’re sometimes called) are value, risk and state; the phrases of things, of infections and of talks simply specify what kind of value, what kind of risk and what specific state we’re talking about. Value, risk and state are all singular, so the verb should be is in all cases, not are.


We are redefining what the value of things is.

When too many hospital beds are occupied, the risk of infections increases.

I asked him a minute or two ago how the state of talks is at the moment.



Another recent, similar UK BBC radio example in a discussion about the European Union was:


The unity of the 27 member states are important.



Unity is singular, so the verb should be is, not are.

The next example also comes from a flagship BBC Radio 4 (UK) news broadcast. Here the opposite is the case and the verb should be are, not is.


Pressures on the living wage is only going to increase.



It is likely that the nearby singular noun wage is causing interference; it’s also possible that the speaker is thinking of pressures on the living wage as one single issue.


Problems with concord are common. You’ll hear them regularly in the media even from so-called highly educated speakers and they are endemic in business letters and emails.

Here’s a (slightly disguised) example from an email I received from a professional person who probably should have known better.


We are confident that the data to which that formula were applied are accurate.



It’s the formula that was applied, not the data. So, was is correct, not were, unless the writer was insisting on using a regional dialect which has were as the third person singular past tense of be, which would be odd in such a formal sentence.

Although it is unlikely in this particular case, it could also be an attempt to impress the reader that the writer knows that data is the plural form of datum (note the plural are accurate in the example).



Tip: don’t be distracted by the nearest noun to the verb. Look for the main noun in the phrase.

See also AMOUNT OF OR NUMBER OF, DATA




What-clauses as subject (what we need is more money)

The question here concerns sentences like the following.


What you need is more up-to-date software.

What I love are those nature documentaries. Some of the photography is amazing.



We can see that, in general, the verb is singular or plural depending on what follows. However, what follows can also be viewed as a single event or idea, even though there’s a plural noun involved.


What we’re seeing is more and more people doing all their business on mobile devices rather than on desktops.



A singular verb (is) or a plural verb (are) would both be correct in this last example.

See also CLEFT SENTENCES




Agreement with either … or, neither … nor, both … and

With either … or and neither … nor, use a singular verb. These expressions separate out the two elements singularly.


Either Eilish or Promise pops in to see her every day to make sure she’s all right.

Neither he nor his partner speaks Chinese, so they have to hope their clients have good English.



With both … and, use a plural verb. Here, the two elements are involved in the same event.


Both Ali and Saikat are keen to join the group. What shall I tell them?



This is a convention that is often disregarded, so don’t be surprised to find plural verbs in all these cases.




Agreement with neither of and none of

In more formal writing or speaking, neither of is generally used with a singular verb.


I offered Karen and Leo tickets for the show but neither of them wants to go.



But just the other day, a friend said about two people:


Neither of them seem to know what’s going on.



I don’t think anyone would notice this in speech, apart from tiresome people like me who have one ear that listens to what people are saying and the other ear to how they say it.

None of was traditionally held to be singular (‘not one of’) and so should take a singular verb, but that rule is widely ignored when it refers to a plural group of people or things, except in formal speaking and writing.


None of the stolen cars was ever recovered. (formal)

None of my friends ever go to church. (most frequently said)






Agreement with words like majority, government, army

This rather depends on how you look at groups of people and things, whether as one single mass or as made up of separate, individual entities.


The army has had its budget cut. (a single mass)

The army are furious about the new budget cuts. (a collective of individuals)

All the government are basically right wing. (a collective of individuals)

The government is split over the fracking issue. (a single mass)



Here are two UK BBC radio examples:


The Metropolitan Police has apologized to [name removed]. (the police in London seen as a single body)

Downing Street are listening. (collective of officials who work with the UK Prime Minister in the PM’s London house)



The next one is also from BBC radio, by the distinguished British broadcaster John Humphrys, himself author of a well-received book on English usage:1


A body that represents pharmacists say that funding rates …[etc.]



Here, the idea of a body being composed of a set of individuals has produced what would jar on many an ear and which looks slightly odd when written down. And that’s the point: real-time speaking is full of things that might not be appropriate in writing. When we write, we can give more time and thought to our choices.

Purists may not like what I’ve written in this section, but unless you’re in deep denial, you’ll hear both types of agreement. Choose what sounds best for the situation.

See also AMOUNT OF OR NUMBER OF, DATA, MEDIA, REFLEXIVE PRONOUNS (MYSELF, YOURSELF)






AHEAD OF

No journalist or media commentator seems capable any more of using words like before or prior to, and instead most use ahead of wherever and whenever they can. When it means ‘leading up to’, or ‘earlier / nearer than expected’, it makes sense to ordinary listeners and readers:


Informal talks are being held ahead of the Paris summit next week.

The bridge was completed a month ahead of schedule.



When it is used as a journalistic piece of jargon, it can sometimes seem affected.


Sometimes publishers pay authors an advance ahead of publication. (equally good: before publication / prior to publication)



I don’t think I’ve heard any ordinary people use it in the journalistic-jargon way in everyday language.




ALL and ALL OF

Both all and all of can be followed by the definite article (the), a possessive determiner (my, your, his, her, its, our, their), a demonstrative determiner (this, that, these, those) or a noun phrase (Freda’s books, the cars). All of is by far the less frequent of the two:


All (of) our cabbages were eaten by slugs.

They invited all (of) Kayo’s relatives to the surprise birthday party.

You can have all (of) these old books here; we were just going to throw them out.






ALL RIGHT or ALRIGHT

Traditionalists think alright is somewhat non-standard; Fowler’s 1926 A Dictionary of Modern English Usage said it should always be written as two words, all right. Fowler’s influence stretched over many decades in the UK and beyond, and some still stick to Fowler’s original rule. But don’t worry about it. When using it to mean ‘okay’, it doesn’t matter which form you use. But of course, if you mean ‘all correct’, then it is indeed written as two words:


They were difficult sums. Well done, you got them all right.






ALL TOGETHER or ALTOGETHER

All together refers to a group of people or things in one place.


Are you all together or do you want separate bills? (in a group)



Altogether means ‘totally / completely’ or ‘all things considered’.


That comes to 187 pounds altogether. How would you like to pay? (in total)

It was altogether the craziest idea I’ve ever heard. (all things considered)






ALTERNATE or ALTERNATIVE

American English uses alternate as an adjective where British English prefers alternative. Here’s the conventional British usage:


You can drive into the city on alternate weekdays, depending on your number-plate. (every other weekday)

They were renovating the place so we had to find an alternative venue. (a different one to use instead)



American English speakers typically say alternate venue in the second example. As always, it is worth bearing in mind that American usage is constantly being imported into British usage. Neither usage is more correct than the other.




A LOT and ALOT

Remember to write a space between a and lot:


A lot of people go to Croatia for their holidays these days. (Not alot)

See also LOTS OF






AMERICAN and BRITISH ENGLISH


American influence on British English

Some people consider the influence of American English on British English to be an abomination and the term Americanism is sometimes said with the nose turned slightly upward. Not only is this disrespectful, since no variety of any language is more valid than any other, but American English is often highly creative and enriches the international English repertoire. American English also tends to dominate in global media and popular culture, giving it huge power and influence.

Some aspects of present-day American English have a long history and reflect the British English of former times. Words and grammar that are sometimes thought of as new, trendy or sloppy American imports often turn out to be older than, or as old as, current British English forms. The use of through, as in Monday through Friday (British English is generally Monday to Friday), is attested back to the end of the 18th century. American usage that allows utterances such as real good instead of really good has its origins in Scottish English. The valedictory phrase Enjoy!, now quite common when addressed to one who is about to embark upon a potentially pleasant experience, is often thought of as an American import. It is often seen as representing a change from a transitive verb that must have an object (enjoy your holiday, enjoy yourself) to an intransitive verb that doesn’t need one. In fact, intransitive uses of the verb to enjoy go back hundreds of years. Similarly, the American use of pled instead of British pleaded, as in She pled guilty in court, goes back to at least the 16th century.

Transportation is a word with a long history also going back to the 16th century. However, British English preferred to refer to public transport, while American English preferred public transportation. More and more now, we hear public transportation in British English, especially in media reports and interviews.

Scots and Irish influences on the evolution of American English were significant historically and some examples of American English grammar reflect those influences, for example the dialect use of whenever instead of when in sentences such as Whenever I was a child, we lived in Georgia, heard in some southern US states, and frequently heard in Northern Ireland.

American English grammar and usage influencing British English and global English is often just a case of ‘bringing it all back home’.




American and British grammar: some current differences

There are some differences between conventional standard British English grammar and standard American English grammar that you may come across. Here are some examples. Once again, these are in constant flux and you will hear both versions in British English and sometimes both in American:




	BRITISH
	AMERICAN





	at the weekend
	on the weekend



	be in a team
	be on a team



	I haven’t seen her for 10 years
	I haven’t seen her in 10 years



	Have they left already?
	Did they leave already?



	Have you got a pen?
	Do you have a pen?



	He fitted the profile perfectly
	He fit the profile perfectly



	We’d got back late
	We’d gotten back late



	A: I found my keys
	A: I found my keys



	B: Did you?
	B: You did?



	The deal is likely to end next year
	The deal will likely end next year



	We would love you to do some short videos
	We would love for you to do some short videos



	I didn’t mean it to happen that way
	I didn’t mean for it to happen that way






Just a couple of years ago, while I was browsing in a shop that was in the midst of its post-Christmas sale, a young sales assistant told me that the jeans I was interested in were ‘not on sale’. I repressed my instinct to reply, ‘Oh, well, in that case no-one can buy them’. British English traditionally would have demanded not in the sale in this situation; on sale meant ‘available for anyone to buy’ (e.g. tickets are on sale now). In American usage on sale also refers to goods at a reduced price, and this has clearly worked its way into usage on the British side of the Atlantic.
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