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    Introduction: Confidence Is Sexy
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  In addition to bearing Johnny Depp’s children, I always dreamt of becoming a college professor. I envisioned the day when I would lead my class of eager students in a discussion about the recurring imagery in Shakespeare or the devastatingly beautiful language that drips off the page of a Toni Morrison novel. So I received a BA and an MA in English, and although I am not Mrs. Depp, I am now actually a college professor.


  Hold the applause, please. I’m not that kind of English professor. Unlike Robin Williams’ character in Dead Poets Society, my lesson plan will never inspire students to sneak into the woods at night to read poetry or stand on their desks to salute me as their Captain. In fact, I would seriously worry about the student who found my class that inspiring. I am the English teacher who teaches the “boring stuff”— I teach a class on grammar called Writing Skills.


  My students think I love grammar. That just says one thing to me: I chose the wrong profession— I should have been an actress. I don’t love grammar. Loving grammar is like loving oatmeal. It’s no three-cheese omelet, but it’s good for us.


  So why do I persist? Am I a masochist? Maybe. Do I fear happiness? Perhaps. But more than happiness, I fear what would happen if I stopped. I could put down my red pen and let the students write how they claim to write best: by freely expressing themselves without all of the “stupid grammar rules.” I actually think that’s a beautiful concept—in theory. However, take a look at these emails from my students; this is what freedom looks like:


  •   I was curious to on my grade report I got the letter F by Writing Skills. I’m guessing I didn’t pass the class but what I’m curious about is how? Im hopping its a mistake, I know Im not the best at writing, but I did all my homework accept for two assignments and I did some extra credit. I thought I atleast did ok on the finals also. Does this mean I have to pay for it all over again to? (I am sure you are hoping it’s a mistake, but I am certainly not hopping over to my grade book to make any changes.)


  •   I couldnt make it to class today due to a Family issue. Please excepte this peragraphs that I have sent you in this email. I will be coming in to see you monday morning about the mider. (Make it Tuesday; I have to research what a mider is first.)


  •   hey Mrs baranick its me k_ _ _ _, again, i don’t know if you got my last message but i was asking you about my F that i got in the class. I need to know how it got to an F because i only missed 1 assignment and that was the 75 point one. if you can please get back to me as soon as possible because i need to know if maybe their was a mistake or whatever.


  •   (You ask “how it got to an F”? I’m going to wager it had a lot to do with your poor grammar and punctuation—or, you know, whatever.)


  These emails were written by the same students who believe my life revolves around grammar, the very same students who know that I am responsible for their final grade. Sending these emails to their English professor pleading for a grade change is like applying for a job at PETA wearing a floor-length fur coat.


  To be fair, these examples are like Jerry Springer’s guests: extreme examples of human foible. However, let’s be honest: who hasn’t had at least one secret love child with their sister’s fiancé? (Oh, you haven’t? You either? Not even one?) Well then, how many of you are guilty of committing some of the writing errors made in the email examples above: haphazard capitalization, missing apostrophes, weird spelling, and questionable email etiquette?


  Don’t worry. It’s not your fault. We live in a very confusing time for writing. Facebook is a grammar free-for-all. Instead of curling up with a good book, we now curl up with an iPad. The iPhone adds our apostrophes for us, and might I say, not always correctly: I just got into a big fight with mine when it kept incorrectly adding an apostrophe to its, even though I was using it possessively instead of as a contraction for it is. And it’s not all technology’s fault: our public school systems are underfunded and overcrowded.


  However, having professional writing skills is crucial. Studies show that incorrect grammar, punctuation, and spelling can prevent us from getting hired and promoted. Oftentimes, people meet our writing before they meet us; our writing is our first impression. People read our résumés, cover letters, proposals, and emails, and that’s the basis on which we are judged first. If our writing is full of grammar and punctuation errors, even though the content may be great, it’s like wearing a beautifully made Prada dress that has deodorant stains.


  You may think that you don’t need to worry about actually learning the grammar rules because spell check and grammar check will come to your rescue. And I get it: spell check and grammar check are great. Every time I spot a red or green line in my writing, I check it out, and many times, although I hate to admit it, I have made a mistake. But spell check and grammar check are like vodka: they are definitely helpful but shouldn’t be solely relied on to solve our problems. Let me put it this way, if spell check and grammar check were infallible, I wouldn’t have a job. Spell check, for example, won’t catch when I mean to use their but use there instead, because “technically” it’s spelled correctly. Sometimes grammar check tells me that a sentence I’ve written is incomplete when it’s perfectly fine. And this is actually good news: you’ve seen The Matrix; we need to stay a little bit smarter than the machines.


  Although this might not be politically correct to say, I believe that some writing-skills errors are more important to correct than others. This book covers those errors—the ones that are most common, the ones that confuse our readers, and the ones that may cause our readers to laugh at us. This book isn’t about mastering the nuances of the complex English language; it’s about making a handful of simple tweaks (some that you may even know but just need to be reminded of) in order to make our writing professional so that we can land the job interview or promotion. It’s not about achieving perfection. (If you get passed over for a job because you split an infinitive, are you sure you really want to work there anyway?)


  Most importantly, this book is about building your writing confidence. I have hand-picked the most common, glaring errors we make. After you apply the lessons in this book, you can be confident that your writing will be up to professional standards. And really, is there anything sexier than the confidence that exudes from a grammatically correct sentence?


  1
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    Know Thyself: Spelling
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  Spelling can be as elusive as the female orgasm. We spell a word, and we think, “Oooh, I think that’s it. Wait . . . no. Let me just. Oh there, maybe that’s it. No. Oh, I don’t know . . . I’m exhausted.” And then, especially if we’re in a hurry, we click send, and off goes that email leaving us with that unsatisfied feeling.


  And who can really blame us? Society hasn’t exactly promoted healthy spelling exploration. We were raised with spell check. And the English language sticks to its spelling rules, such as i before e except after c, about as strictly as we follow the no cell phones while driving rule. However, until the need for correct spelling becomes as obsolete as chivalry, we must learn how to do it; otherwise, we will appear unprofessional, and people may laugh at us and, in extreme cases, have no idea what word we are trying to spell.


  The Misspelling Bee


  Let’s play a game. Below are ten words misspelled by my students. See if you can figure out what these words are supposed to be.


  1.   Whorable


  2.   Thoughs


  3.   Scariface


  4.   Nicly


  5.   Describetion


  6.   Privage


  7.   Celeberde


  8.   Sapose


  9.   Keith Legure


  10. Sicite


  Now, this might be cute if these words were misspelled by first or second graders, but these are college students we’re talking about here. It’s not safe to go out into the real world with such poor spelling skills. Imagine writing an email to a colleague expressing that you feel whorable today. You might be expected to show up to that day’s meeting wearing thigh-high boots and a leather miniskirt (and may be asked what you will do for $100).


  I know what you’re thinking: spell check will come to my rescue. Spell check is great. Use it! Please!!! But don’t use it as your only form of protection. Trust me: a few stragglers always get through.


  Now, don’t worry; I’ve got some ways for you to make sure your words are spelled correctly. And the bad news is all of these things I am about to suggest take time and energy. No quick fixes here. Just what you wanted to hear, right? The good news, however, is that you won’t have to make any more of thoughs whorable scarifaces.


  Spelling Strategy 1: Decent Exposure


  I just visited my friend, and while I was at her house, her seven-year-old daughter and her friend asked if they could do a dance performance for me. “Sure,” I said. This should be cute, I thought to myself, remembering when my sister and I used to make up dances to songs by Wham and The Go-Go’s.


  Cute isn’t quite the word I would use to describe the experience. Let’s just say there should have been a pole in the middle of the room. These girls were shaking their hips, splitting their legs, and writhing around on the ground like they were auditioning for Striptease 2: The Prequel.


  Of course, it’s not their fault: they’re only copying what they see Britney Spears and Lady Gaga do on MTV. But this got me thinking: because of the human tendency to emulate what we’re exposed to, to counteract the whorable spelling we encounter daily on Facebook, Twitter, and blogs, we must make time to expose ourselves to writing that contains good, solid spelling, lest we start absorbing only the misspellings.


  We don’t have to read Shakespeare or anything fancy. (Actually, reading Shakespeare would screw up our spelling more because we’d be writing walkedst instead of walked.) But, like we take time out of the day to go to the gym to counteract the potato chips and beer and chocolate, we need to make time to read something that has actually been edited. It doesn’t have to be fancy literature. Reading an article a day from Men’s Health or Vogue will do the trick. There are also plenty of well-written online sources. Even celebrity gossip site TMZ contains correct spelling. And I think I recall my husband telling me that Playboy has some really great articles.


  Spelling Strategy 2: Vanity


  Have you ever shown up to school or work with your shirt on inside out or backward? I haven’t. You know why? Because I spend A LOT of time in front of the mirror checking myself out. That’s right; I am terribly vain. Sure, I have to endure my husband constantly yelling at me to get going, and yes, sometimes I have to sneak past my boss because I’m late to work, but at least my tag’s never in the front.


  Be vain about your writing. Look it over obsessively so you don’t make any silly spelling mistakes. For example, I received an essay that had my name spelled as Ms. Break Neck instead of Ms. Baranick. I thought my student was trying to be funny, so next to it I wrote, “Just doing my job.” When my student got her paper back, though, her face went red. She hadn’t meant to write that at all; my last name was auto-corrected, and she failed to catch it. I’ve also received essays about t-shits and pubicity. (I know pubicity is publicity misspelled, but I like to think of it as a new word that means people who gain publicity by exposing their pubic region.)


  Spelling Strategy 3: Know Thyself


  Have you ever watched hour after hour of American Idol auditions? No? Um . . . me neither. I just happened to be flipping through the channels one day, and I caught some of it, but I swear I never watch it. But that ONE time I did watch American Idol, I found myself shocked by how little self-awareness most of the people who auditioned had. I mean, they were really, really pitchy, dawgs.


  Surely most of us are more self-aware than the contestants who sound like a cat whose tail has just been stepped on. For example, when you aren’t sure how to spell a word, don’t you feel that uncertainty in your gut? The question is what do most of us do when we get that feeling? Phone a friend for guidance? Grab our pocket dictionary out of our pocket? I am going to venture that we cross our fingers that we spelled it correctly and keep going.


  So, here’s the big question: If we don’t know how to spell a word, how can we even be expected to find it in the dictionary so we can spell it correctly?


  Okay, first of all, let’s not be unrealistic. Dictionaries are like vitamins and floss; we buy them and then never use them. Even I, an English teacher, a lover of words, have a huge dictionary on my desk, and I never, ever open it. Believe me, it’s not because I know how to spell every word in the English language. But, when I don’t know how to spell a word, I don’t turn to Webster; I turn to Google.


  How many times have you Googled something like


  Matthew Mac Conaheys abbs ?


  Then, Google asks, Did you mean: Matthew McConaughey’s abs?


  You think to yourself, Thanks Google. I would never have known how to spell that crazy last name; he totally should have changed it to something simpler when he got famous like Jennifer Annasstakis did when she became Jennifer Aniston. Now, take me to those abs . . .


  Google is better than the dictionary for those times when you absolutely have no idea how to spell a word. For example, a colleague called me the other day and asked me how to spell inebriated (true story) after all of her attempts were underlined in red. I gave her the correct spelling, and she said, “Oh, I thought it started with an e.” (What was she, inebriated?) She would never have found it under E in the dictionary, but Google would have been able to help her. If she had Google searched enebriated, it would have asked her:


  Did you mean: inebriated?


  Basically, Google knows what we mean to say better than we do. So, gentlemen, next time you are confused about something your girlfriend says, just type it into Google. It will know what she means. Let’s try it:


  I’m fine. NOTHING’S wrong!


  Did you mean: Something is definitely wrong, but I expect you to know what it is?


  Another reason not to rely on spell check is because it’s also kind of lazy. It’s like that restaurant hostess who responds to your request for a glass of water with “I’ll get your server for you.”


  Spell check will happily do its job and check our spelling for us, but what it will not always do is alert us when we spell a word correctly but use the wrong form of it. If, for example, we incorrectly used “affect” instead of “effect,” spell check glides right past it without even as much as a red line, shrugs its shoulders, and says to itself, “It’s spelled correctly. My job here is done.”


  So while spell check is off sipping daiquiris in the Bahamas, we need to figure out a way to differentiate between these confusing words. The first step is to know thine enemies. Now, I’m going to be honest with you: we are surrounded by enemies. There are so many words in the English language that look alike and/or sound alike. The good news is that only a handful of them are lethal. By lethal, I mean that these are the ones we use all the time that really irritate our bosses or turn off prospective employers, the ones that make people snicker at our writing as they think, “Geez, didn’t they learn this stuff in the third grade?” They’re not complicated words, just a bit tricky. Ladies and gentlemen, meet thine enemies, the Dirty Dozen:


  1.   Lose/Loose


  2.   Lay/Lie


  3.   Affect/Effect


  4.   Suppose/Supposed


  5.   Use/Used


  6.   Accept/Except


  7.   Weather/Whether


  8.   Than/Then


  9.   To/Too/Two


  10. There/Their/They’re


  11. Your/You’re


  12. Its/It’s


  Now, let’s attack!


  Lose/Loose


  Lose: Misplace or not win

  Loose: Not tight


  What do Arnold Schwarzenegger, Anthony Weiner, Tiger Woods, David Letterman, Jesse James, Bill Clinton, John Edwards, Jon Gosselin, Ryan Phillippe, Mel Gibson, and Hugh Grant have in common?


  They’re all men and they’re all cheaters.


  Well, cheer up, ladies; it’s not as bad as you think. A new study shows that the gender cheating gap is closing. Women are reportedly cheating almost as much as men.


  Isn’t that great news? I love equality!


  All this sleeping around really helps me understand a phenomenon that I’ve been struggling to understand for quite a while. I’ve always known that mixing up the words lose and loose is a common error. What I could never understand was why we tend to overuse loose. People more often use loose when they should be using lose rather than the other way around.


  Now it makes sense. Because everyone is so sexually loose, they are subconsciously expressing it when they write. Don’t give yourself away through your writing. When you use the word loose, make sure you mean one of the following things:


  Not tight-fitting:


  I had to take off my wedding ring because it was too loose.


  Imprecise:


  We loosely adhere to our wedding vows.


  Promiscuous:


  Men and women are equally loose.


  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to let my husband out of his cage for dinner. In this promiscuous climate, I simply can’t risk letting him loose.


  Lay/Lie


  Lay: To put or place in a horizontal position or position of rest

  Lie: To assume a horizontal or prostrate position


  When someone says that he or she wants to get laid, do you know what it means? Yes, it means that, but do you know what it says about that person? It says that the person is lazy—that he or she is just going to lie there and not do any of the work.


  To understand why it means that, we must first understand the difference between lay and lie.
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