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Misused Words


Misusing words when you speak gives an impression that you probably don’t want to give.


 


Misusing words when you write is even worse, because it’s permanent. Someone might forget what you said, but if it’s written, well…it’s there to refer to forever. With that thought in mind, let’s try to get it straight.


 


Don’t get me wrong. I’m not here to tell you how to write. I have a difficult enough time myself. When I send a manuscript to my editor, Annette, I get it back with more editing marks than you can imagine.


 


So what is my goal? To see if I can help even one person improve their writing or speech enough for them to be happy with it. If I sell a few books in the process, my animals will be happy. (All proceeds go to the animals on my sanctuary.)


 


I wrote this, and later I decided to split it into three books—one for the ordinary people, the ones who only want to see what they’re doing wrong, one for people who rely on words for business communication (and who need to get it right), and one for the maniacs—like me—who simply want to get things right for the sake of being right.


 


Misused Words —which consists mostly of misused words and sayings (and a few redundancies)—the things you’d encounter in everyday life, covers almost 200 everyday misused words (187).


 


The other book—Misused Words for Business—covers the same points (not the same words) as the first, but also includes sections on Absolutes (words that shouldn’t be modified) Business Redundancies, Capitalization, (a horrible misuse in business) Compound Modifiers, Mispronunciations, Punctuation, Sayings, and Times and Dates. It’s not a complete grammar book, but it does cover a lot of territory.


 


The third book covers more redundancies, more absolutes, capitals, eponyms, flat adverbs, initialisms and acronyms, Latin phrases, a repeat of the mispronunciations (because it’s needed), plurals of compound words, and more.


 


Let’s face it, the last thing you want anywhere—but especially in business writing—is to have the meaning of your words taken the wrong way. So, whether you write cover letters, resumes, business proposals, or only emails to colleagues, get the book and learn to do it right.


 


It’s a sin, but if you read enough blogs, and you know what you’re looking for, you’ll see hundreds—if not thousands—of mistakes every week. I have even caught grievous errors on grammar sites.


 


If you’re going to write about grammar, you should make all efforts to get it right. I would never think of correcting someone’s grammar in public, and yet one of the few TV shows I watch features a character who does just that. I wouldn’t object, except he makes grammar mistakes—obvious ones.


 


My theory is that if you’re going to have a character correct grammar, he better damn well be free of grammar mistakes.


 


Another note:


I thought about using definitions from dictionaries, but half of them I couldn’t understand, so I tried to make my own definitions. I hope that worked out okay.


 


In some cases, quotes of famous people were used. I got these from Brainy Quote, which can be found here. http://www.brainyquote.com


 


Throughout the book I used [image: icon] as a symbol for a tip, or a way to remember how to tell the difference between words.


 


[image: icon] (Dennis) is my pet wild boar. We rescued him when he was only a few days old, and he’s been with us for five years now. Of course, he’s a little bigger, weighing in at about 400 lbs.


 


When we first got him, he was 12 lbs. In any case, I used an image of a wild boar to draw attention to a particular section/tip. I hope it will help you remember it.


 


Misused Words


In the ‘old days’ the written word was not only the preferred method of long-distance communicating, it was the only method. Marriages were arranged, business partnerships discussed, terms decided upon, and deals concluded. Heads of state negotiated treaties and settled territory disputes using ‘words.’


 


Then came the telephone, and the airplane, and other forms of modern transportation and communication, and things changed. Emphasis shifted from the written word to the spoken word.


 


Transportation made getting together in person much easier, and less expensive, and if that wasn’t possible the telephone sufficed as a backup. The result was that the written word faded into near obsolescence, and the generation that embraced this new technology couldn’t have been happier; grammar had never been more than a necessary evil anyways anyway.


 


And then something strange happened. Technology advanced so rapidly that the planes and phones that had pushed writing and grammar into the background, and damn near buried them, were catalysts for bringing them back. Well at least one aspect of the technology.


 


According to Mashable, there were about 145 billion emails per day being sent as of November 2012. That’s billion not million. No matter how you look at it, that’s a lot of email.


 


Email single-handedly pushed writing back to the forefront of communication. Thanks to email, writing made a resurgence. The problem was it didn’t bring grammar with it.


 


For some reason many people seem to think they don’t have to ‘write right’ when using email. They view it like a trip to the corner store late at night, when it’s okay to go wearing a T-shirt, or with your hair in curlers, or unshaven.


 


Corner store aside, it is not okay to send your emails, or any other communication, out that way. Don’t do it—even if you’re sending a message to friends or family; it will get you into a habit of being sloppy. And trust me, you might think it’s okay. Your friends might think it’s okay. Even your colleagues might say it’s okay. But it’s not. And it never will be.


 


Draft a sales proposal that has sloppy wording and your prospect will take notice. They’ll wonder if that same sloppiness will show up in your company’s products or customer service.


 


Hit the ‘send’ button on an email with your resume attached, and the person evaluating it will notice a mistake—trust me. I have spoken to a lot of human resource people who told me that mistakes were one of the first things they looked at. In fact, I published a book—No Mistakes Resumes—that deals with that subject.


 


I don’t blame you. I understand how difficult grammar is, and even worse, how boring it is if you aren’t interested in it. But it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t learn, or that you can’t learn.


 


Don’t worry; I’m here to help.


 


Vocabulary


Depending upon which study you read, the average person has a vocabulary of somewhere between 8,000 and 20,000 words. The writing vocabulary would be slightly less. Let’s assume for a minute that we’re talking the lower end of this—say 7,500 words. That’s still a lot of words to remember, or, to mix up. But this list I’m providing you is much shorter. It’s about 200 words (187), and these constitute the majority of the mixed up and misused words in every day everyday usage.


 


So without further adieu ado, we’ll get started.


 


 


Words:




A/an:


A mistake I often see is the misuse of the indefinite articles ‘a’ and ‘an.’ The rules are simple, yet people often get them confused.


 


A—You use ‘a’ in front of a word beginning with a consonant sound, regardless of spelling. So, it would be: a fox, a dog, a university (the ‘u’ makes a ‘y’ sound), and yes, it would be a historic event. (Historic is pronounced with an ‘h’ sound.)


 


An—You use ‘an’ in front of words beginning with a vowel ‘sound,’ again, regardless of spelling. So, it would be an elephant, an ostrich, an antelope, and an honor. (In the word honor, the ‘h’ is not pronounced.) Words beginning with ‘h’ and ‘u’ seem to be the ones that confuse most people.




A lot/alot:


This is an easy one. Alot is not a word. It is always a lot, spelled as separate words.




A while/awhile:


This distinction is primarily a usage problem. When used as a noun phrase—a while—it typically follows a preposition.


 


Example: ‘I think I’ll stay for a while.’


When it is used as an adverb it takes the one-word format and follows verbs, never a preposition.


 


Example: ‘If it’s all right with you, I’ll stay awhile.’


[image: icon] : If the word you’re looking for follows a preposition, such as ‘after, for, in…’ use the two-word format, ‘a while.’ If it follows a verb, use ‘awhile.’




Accede/exceed:


Accede—means to agree or approve of something. It can also mean to assume an office or title.


Note: accede is usually followed by the word ‘to.’


 


Exceed—means to excel or be greater than. (On a resume you might see this under the accomplishments section—sales exceeded quota for region by 45%.)


[image: icon] : Try to think of ‘exceed’ as excelling. They both begin with ‘ex.’


 


Accept/except: I have accepted the fact that everyone is incompetent—except me.


Accept=to receive a gift, to agree, accept an invitation, accept your responsibilities, accept a package…


 


I accepted responsibility for doing the project; no one else was doing it right.


 


Except=exclusion. (In most cases, you could substitute ‘but’ for except.)


All the soldiers, except one, died at the Alamo. I would go to Italy, except I have no money.


 


[image: icon] : Try to remember accept is associated with agree, like if your spouse tells you it was your fault, and you wisely say, ‘Okay, I accept that.’ Agree and Accept both begin with A.


And except means exclusion. Both begin with ‘Ex,’ same as exceed.


 


Quote: ‘We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.’ ~ Martin Luther King, Jr.


 


Accidently/accidentally: This mix up is simply a spelling error. Accidently is not a word, it’s simply how many people mispronounce—accidentally.


 


Accommodate: This is another spelling mix up. Many people spell it with one ‘m.’ The easy way to remember this is that both ‘c’ and ‘m’ are doubled.


 


Ad/add: An ‘ad’ is an advertisement and to ‘add’ is to increase in number, or find the sum of. Like adding a room to your house, or adding items to the grocery list.


 


[image: icon] : This one is simple to remember. The one with two ‘d’s’ is the one meaning increase in number—you’ve added a ‘d.’


 


Adapt/adept/adopt: I adopted a policy of flexibility long ago, and as a result, I am adept at adapting to almost any situation.


 


Adapt=to change things. To learn to live with changes in life. My grandfather, who was from Italy, had to learn to adapt to the new lifestyle he adopted.


 


Adept=an expert, a skilled person. The guy with the silk suit was an adept card player. He was adept at manipulating cards.


 


Adopt=to choose or take on as your own. The newlyweds couldn’t have children so they adopted one. The baby was adopted.


 


[image: icon] : This is also an easy one. Look at the middle vowels in the three words: ‘a, e, and o.’


Adapt has an ‘a,’ think of adjust.


Adept has an ‘e,’ think of expert.


Adopt has an ‘o,’ think of orphan.


 


Quote: ‘Intelligence is the ability to adapt to change.’ ~ Stephen Hawking


 


Adverse/averse: I am averse to adverse reactions.


Aside from the pharmaceutical company ads where they mention over and over and over again the adverse effects you might experience from taking their drugs, not a whole lot of people use these words. And that is why it is even more important that you get them right. If there’s anything worse than using two-dollar words when they’re not needed, it’s using two-dollar words the wrong way.


 


Adverse is an adjective meaning unfavorable, like the above example of adverse reactions to drugs. Or perhaps you went hiking and a storm moved in, presenting you with adverse conditions, as in, the storm presented us with adverse conditions on Mt. Shasta.


 


Averse means opposed to/against. On a resume you might see someone say they are not averse to rolling up their sleeves, or not averse to doing hands-on work.


 


[image: icon] : Try to remember an adverse reaction to drugs, and that both drugs and adverse contain the letter ‘d.’


 


[image: icon] And in almost every case, averse is followed by the word ‘to.’ I can’t think of a case where adverse would be followed by ‘to.’ Also, think of averse as having a similar meaning as against, as in, I’m not against rolling up my sleeves.


 


Quote: ‘I’m not averse to helping Wall Street when it helps Main Street.’ ~ Ben Nelson


 


Advice/advise: I advise you to take my advice. (The headhunter advised Jane to take the job offer, but she ignored his advice and stayed where she was. She regretted it.)


 


Advice is a noun, and normally reflects someone’s opinion or suggestion. Advice is something you give (or take).


 


Advise is a verb, and represents the giving of advice. (You might find this in a resume listed as ‘advised board on strategy for acquisition candidates.’) Advise is something you do.


 


[image: icon] : You give or take advice, and you advise someone.


 


Quote: ‘When your mother asks, ‘Do you want a piece of advice?’ it is a mere formality. It doesn’t matter if you answer yes or no. You’re going to get it anyway.’ ~ Erma Bombeck


‘I have found the best way to give advice to your children is to find out what they want and then advise them to do it.’ Harry S. Truman


 


Affect/effect: These words are often confused because both of them function as nouns and verbs.


Affect as a verb means to have an influence on, or to stir or move.


1. The company layoffs affected the moral morale of the employees.


2. The president’s speech on foreign policy affected the listeners, stirring emotions.


Affect is seldom used as a noun.


 


Effect as a noun means the result of something or the consequence of some action. (The effect of the layoff was a drop in morale.)


Effect as a verb means to bring about. The president’s speech effected a change in policy.


 


[image: icon] : Although these words can both function as nouns/verbs, and both share the ‘influence’ meaning, there is a way to get it right most of the time.


 


Affect is almost always used in the verb form, so think of action, which also starts with an ‘A.’


Effect is typically used in the noun form. Think of the ‘end result.’ (Even though ‘end result’ is redundant.)


 


Quote: ‘To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts.’ ~ Henry David Thoreau


 


Aid/aide/ade: The politician, along with his aide, aided the sick and injured, by giving them ade.


Aid means to provide help or assistance.
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