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INTRODUCTION

What is Good English?

Never has there been a greater need for students to make sure that they write and speak good English.

This is true of people in countries where English is the native language, and of people in countries where English is a second or foreign language. In countries where English is the language of business, a marked emphasis is now being placed on the need for competent communicative skills in the workplace. Many employers complain that a significant number of the new graduates whom they recruit for jobs are sadly lacking in these skills. This is true even of young people who have just graduated from some of the top universities.

You might think that grammar and spelling are trivial matters. You might think it’s just not that important to your line of work or study. You might think that as long as the facts are correct, what does it matter if the grammar is bad? However, poor grammar reflects badly on you—you might miss out on a job opportunity, your essay or exam marks might suffer, you might not be taken seriously when making a complaint, you could even put off a potential Internet date—all because of terrible grammar and sloppy spelling! Any public display of poor language skills can give a very bad impression of even the most intelligent person.

Although life in the modern world is generally less formal than it was and people, both in a personal, academic and business context, write considerably fewer letters than formerly, people frequently have to demonstrate their powers of communication in the classroom and the workplace. For example, they might have to write a report for presentation to a whole class, give an oral presentation in a tutorial setting.

When it comes to correspondence, emails may have taken over from formal letters to a large extent. However, it reflects badly on a person if the emails are sloppily written and full of errors. The computer spellchecker can only help you out to some extent.

At the same time, the importance of English as a world language continues to grow. It gained supremacy when Britain was a major colonial power and it has gradually extended its influence since then. English is the language of business, marketing and other important areas of life. There are many versions of Standard English spoken around the world: British, American, Canadian, Australian, Indian, South African, New Zealand and more. All have rich variations in vocabulary, syntax, semantics and grammar. Already, more and more people in other countries are anxious to learn English and there is an ever-increasing demand both for teachers of English as a second or foreign language and for effective teaching materials in these areas.

But what is good English, or even correct, English? Don’t those of us who learn it as a native tongue at our mother’s knee automatically speak and write it correctly? Alas, the answer to that is no. Native speakers obviously have much less of a struggle learning to speak good English than learners of English as a foreign or second language do, but the process is not effort-free.

Good or correct English is often regarded as grammatical English. Grammar has been variously described as the framework on which ideas are hung, and the cement that binds words together. Basically, grammar refers to the rules that govern the way a language works. Society cannot operate without rules and neither can language.

The prospect of learning grammar, or brushing it up, is more likely to depress those whose native tongue is English. Learners of English as a second or foreign language are used to having to come to grips with the grammar of their own languages and will not protest so much. English is not alone in having grammar!

Often, the first time that native English speakers come into contact with written rules of grammar is when they come to learn a foreign language. The language is broken up into vocabulary, parts of speech, regular and irregular verbs, tenses, agreements and structures etc. The rules of this foreign language seem more explicit, more “grammatical” than that of our own, but, of course, our own language has such rules, it’s just that we don’t notice them.

It might be surprising to hear that, if your first language is English, you do already know some English grammar. You can speak the language, you understand others, you can respond and make yourself understood. For example, we automatically know the difference in structure between a question (Can I have that?) and a command (Give me that!). You started to learn English grammar as an infant without consciously knowing you were doing so. You learned what were the correct structures and combinations of words through hearing others speak and—once you learned how to read—through the written word. Perhaps what you don’t know about are the prescriptive rules that have been devised to describe English grammar. They used to be taught by rote in schools but emphasis on this side of teaching English has long since died out.

Spoken and written English are enormously different in structure and formality. Spoken discourse is often disjointed, with sentence fragments used in preference to complete sentences that would perhaps sound uncomfortably formal, yet it is easily understood. Even the world’s most articulate and witty people do not always speak using perfect, prescriptively ordered, “grammatically correct” English. Speech also employs stress, rhythm and intonation as an important part of conveying meaning. However, our written words need this structure and formality to convey meaning as accurately and unambiguously as possible; and our spoken words can still sound “wrong” and give a bad impression if the formal rules are not followed.

Grammar has, over the years, got rather a bad press. Although it is now often seen as something valuable that should be brought back into prominence, it is also often seen as something essentially difficult and boring. This is not the case. It is logical and can be of great interest. Furthermore, you really have to get to grips with it if you want to improve your English.

In order to speak and write effectively and confidently in English, you must know something about its structure. This book gives a clear explanation of the nuts and bolts of this structure.


GRAMMAR

The Sentence and the Paragraph

THE SENTENCE

The most important unit of structure is the sentence. Most of the other grammatical units are parts that go together to form a sentence. However, that leaves us with the question “What is a sentence?” and there has been some dispute about the definition. The traditional view of the sentence seems as good a jumping-off point as any from which to look at the sentence: a unit of language that can stand alone and make sense.

The following are all complete in themselves, make sense and are, therefore, all sentences:

We ran.

The boy kicked the ball.

They played hard and they won.

Look over there!

Minor sentences

The following examples are also all complete in themselves and make sense and are, therefore, sentences. They are known as minor sentences or irregular sentences.

They are called minor sentences because they lack some of the other usual grammatical features of a sentence. For example, a minor sentence often lacks a subject and a predicate (see here). Minor sentences are most common in spoken English and in conversation in literary fiction. They are also common in certain kinds of written English such as notices, labels and adverts. The following are examples of minor sentences:

No!

Nonsense!

How terrible!

What a view!

Good try!

Taxi!

No entry.

Well done!

Once bitten, twice shy.

Major sentences

Other sentences are known as major sentences or regular sentences. A major sentence usually has a subject and predicate (see below). The following are examples of major sentences:

We ran.

The boy kicked the ball.

Mother baked a cake.

She leaves tomorrow.

They are coming to town.

She studied hard, but she failed the exam.

I called him when I arrived.

Subject and predicate

Basically, a sentence is a combination of two grammatical units—the subject and the predicate.

Subject

The subject of a sentence refers to what the sentence is about, often the person or thing that carries out the action of the verb. The subject usually gives a clear idea about what the sentence is about. The subject can be:

a noun—either a common noun or a proper noun (see here)

verbal noun (see here)

a noun phrase (see here, here and here)

a pronoun (see here)

a subordinate clause (see here)

an infinitive (see here).


NB: Dummy subject

A dummy subject sometimes has no intrinsic meaning but is inserted to maintain a balanced grammatical structure.

In the sentences

It has started to rain.

and

It is nearly midnight.

the word It is a dummy subject.

In the sentences

There is nothing else to say.

and

There is no reason for his behavior.

the word There is a dummy subject.



In the following sentences the underlined words form the subject of the sentence and the subjects are nouns:

Dogs need a lot of exercise.

Children play in the park.

Money is extremely important to him.

Marriage is not for him.

Accommodation is expensive in that area.

People are beginning to leave.

Jane is giving a party.

Jim has resigned.

Paris is the capital of France.

Mountaineering can be dangerous.

Painting can be a form of relaxation.

In the following sentences the underlined words form the subject of the sentence and the subjects are noun phrases:

A heatwave has been forecast.

Several unhappy employees have complained to management.

The large black dog bit the child.

Those terrible floods killed many people.

Representatives from the firm have apologized for the grave error.

James, my brother-in-law and dear friend, has just died.

Hotel accommodation is expensive in that area.

In the following sentences the underlined words form the subject of the sentence and the subjects are pronouns:

They were found guilty.

We lost the battle.

You have passed the exam.

He denied the charge.

She lost her wedding ring.

It has broken down again.

She is giving a party.

In the following sentences the underlined words form the subject of the sentence and the subjects are subordinate clauses:

Who she was remained a mystery.

Why he left has not yet been revealed.

What he says is not true.

When he will go has not yet been decided.

In the following sentences the underlined words form the subject of the sentence and the subjects are infinitives:

To do that would be unforgivable.

To get there is going to be very difficult.

To marry young is her main aim.

To care for the children should be your principal concern.

To take up mountaineering can be dangerous.


NB: Directives

In sentences which are directives (see here), the subject often does not appear but is implied.

In the sentences

Get this out of here.

and

Lend me that pen for a minute.

the implied subject is you.



Predicate

The predicate refers to the part of a sentence or clause that gives information about the subject. It is basically all the parts of a clause or sentence that are not contained in the subject. It can either be a single verb or a number of elements.

Thus in the sentence

The little girl fell.

the word fell is the predicate of the sentence.

Similarly, in the sentence

The tired old man slept soundly.

the words slept soundly form the predicate of the sentence.

Similarly, in the sentence

The tired old man slept like a top.

the words slept like a top form the predicate of the sentence.

In the following sentences the underlined words form the predicate of the sentence:

Jane fainted.

Peter was rich and powerful.

Children screamed loudly.

The lights went out all of a sudden.

Workers protested long and loudly at the factory gates.

They are leaving at the end of next week.

We took the stray kittens home.

The child threw the red ball to the dog in the park.

Object

Very often the predicate contains an object. The object of a sentence is the part of a sentence that is acted upon or is affected by the verb. It usually follows the verb to which it relates. There are two possible forms of object in a sentence or clause—a direct object or an indirect object.


NB: Direct and indirect objects

If there is a direct object and an indirect object in a sentence or clause, the indirect object is almost always placed before the direct object.

In the sentence

I gave the boy the sweets.

the boy is the indirect object and the sweets the direct object.

However, if both the direct and the indirect objects are pronouns, the direct object is sometimes placed first, especially in informal speech, as in the sentence

That is my book. Give it to me, please.



Direct object

A direct object refers to the person or thing that is directly affected by the action described by the verb.

The direct object can be a noun.

In the sentence

The girl hit the ball.

the word ball is a noun and the direct object.

A direct object can also be a pronoun.

In the sentence

She hit him.

the word him is a pronoun and the direct object.

A direct object can also be a noun phrase.

In the sentence

He has bought a large Victorian house.

the phrase a large Victorian house is a noun phrase and the direct object.

A direct object can be a noun clause.

In the sentence

I know what he means.

the clause what he means is a noun clause and the direct object.

In the following sentences the underlined words form a direct object:

The dog bit the child.

He dislikes cats.

We loved them.

People admire her.

He wanted a comfortable city-center apartment.

She lost her diamond engagement ring.

I don’t know what you mean.

Indirect object

An indirect object usually refers to the person who benefits from the action described by the verb, often by receiving something.

In the sentence

Her father gave the boy food.

the boy is the indirect object and the word food is the direct object.

An indirect object can be preceded by the words to or for.

The sentence could be rephrased as

Her father gave food to the boy.


NB: Verbs and indirect objects

Some verbs commonly take an indirect object as well as a direct object. These include bring, buy, give, send, show, tell. In the following sentences the underlined words form an indirect object:

I sent you the book.

She showed her mother the letter.

We had to tell her the bad news.

They gave the children some sweets.

Mary bought them some magazines for the journey.

Pass me the salt, please.



Complement

In a sentence where the verb is a linking verb (see here) such as be, become, seem, etc, what follows the verb in a predicate is called not an object, but a complement.

In the sentence

Mark is a policeman.

the words a policeman form the complement of the sentence.

Similarly, in the sentence

Jane became a heart surgeon.

the words a heart surgeon form the complement of the sentence.

In the following sentences the underlined words form a complement:

He seems an honest man.

She became an embittered old woman.

They are nice enough people.

It appears a good bargain.

Punctuation of sentences

A sentence begins with a capital letter and ends with a full stop, or equivalent punctuation mark (see here), such as a question mark or exclamation mark. Thus, the following are all sentences:

They did not like the house.

He lives in the country.

He designed and built the house.

We will leave when he gets here.

Where did he go?

Why did she leave?

Get out of here!

Help me!

Also see here–here.

Types of sentence

Traditionally four types of sentence are recognized. These are statements, questions, directives or commands and exclamations.

Statements

Statements are sentences that state something or give information. They are sometimes called declarative sentences because they declare something. In most statements the subject comes before the verb. The following sentences are all declarative sentences:

The boy hit his sister.

The man attacked the old woman.

We serve evening meals.

The weather was dreadful.

Negative sentences

A negative sentence is one that makes a negative, rather than a positive, statement. This is usually created by the inclusion of a word such as not, nothing or never. The word not is sometimes contracted to n’t. When not or n’t is used it is accompanied by an auxiliary verb (see here). The following sentences are negative sentences:

We did not invite her.

I didn’t see him.

I don’t like it.

I don’t know the man.

I heard nothing unusual last night.

They did nothing about it.

She has never been here.

We have never denied that.


NB: The double negative

The occurrence of two negative words in a sentence or clause is known as a double negative. If taken literally, this actually conveys the opposite sense to that which is intended.

Thus,

He didn’t say nothing.

literally conveys the idea that he did say something.

However, this is rarely what is intended by the speaker or writer and the double negative should be avoided in Standard English, although it is a feature of some regional dialects.
    Words, such as hardly and scarcely, which can be regarded as semi-negative forms, are incorrectly used with a negative. When this happens it creates a double negative.

Thus, a sentence such as

We didn’t hardly have time to catch the train.

is an example of incorrect usage.

You should say

We hardly had time to catch the train.



Questions

Questions are sentences that seek information of some kind. They are followed by a question mark (?) and they often involve the inversion of the subject and an auxiliary or modal verb (see here and here) such as:

Do you play the piano?

Did you pass the exam?

Have you written to him?

Was she not once a famous singer?

Didn’t you like it?

The different kinds of questions are discussed below.

Yes-no questions

Yes-no questions are designed to seek a reply in the affirmative or negative, whether the reply is just Yes or No or whether this is amplified in some way, as in the following sentences:

Is the house occupied just now?

No.

Has the doctor arrived yet?

Yes. He’s just arrived.

Are we ready to begin?

Let’s get started. Yes.

Tag questions

Some yes-no questions are tag questions in which the questioning part is in the tag at the end of the sentence. The following are examples of tag questions, with the tags underlined:

She’s a lawyer, isn’t she?

He’s not here yet, is he?

You won’t tell her, will you?

Wh-questions

Wh-questions begin, with a word beginning with wh-, such as why, where, when, who and what, as in the following sentences:

What do you want?

Where did he go?

When did you last see her?

Who gave you that?

Alternative questions

Alternative questions require a reply that refers to the options given in the sentence. They contain the conjunction or. The following are examples of alternative questions:

Did you come by bus or train?

By train.

Is the party on Friday or Saturday?

It’s on Saturday.

Is she dark or fair?

She’s very dark.

Exclamatory questions

Exclamatory questions are sentences which have the structure of questions but which are actually used as exclamations and end with an exclamation mark. They are really seeking the listener’s agreement rather than seeking an answer. The following are examples of exclamatory questions:

Wasn’t that a wonderful meal!

Hasn’t she changed!

Isn’t it a dreadful day!

Rhetorical questions

Rhetorical questions are also sentences that have the structure of questions and they end in a question mark. However, the speaker does not require an answer to these questions. The following are examples of rhetorical questions:

Why should I care?

Who does she think she is?

How should I know?

Question by tone of voice

A yes-no question can have the structure of a statement, rather than a question, uttered in a questioning tone of voice and ending with a question mark. The following are examples of this:

Anne told you I was going?

Yes, she did.

Tom has actually left her?

He went today. Yes.

The house is no longer for sale?

No. It’s been sold.

Directives

Directives, which are also called commands (although they are not all actually commands), are sentences that instruct someone to do something. In some directives an actual command is being given and this is followed by an exclamation mark, as in:

Keep quiet!

There is usually no subject in a directive and the verb is in its basic or infinitive form. In this kind of structure the verb is said to be in the imperative mood (see here).

The following are examples of directives:

Stand up!

Help me, please!

Have a piece of cake.

Take two of these pills after meals.

Turn left here.

Some directives begin with the word let or the word do. The following are examples of this kind of directive:

Let me help.

Let’s go.

Do come in.

Don’t worry.

Exclamations

Exclamations are sentences expressed by someone who is impressed, excited or roused by something. Exclamations sometimes take the form of a single word or a minor sentence (see here), but exclamations can also be major sentences, often beginning with What or How. Exclamations end with an exclamation mark. The following are examples of exclamations:

Ouch!

What a day!

How pretty you look!

What a change there is in Anne!


NB: Sentence length

As we have seen above, sentences, particularly minor sentences, can be extremely short. They can even be one word. On the other hand, sentences can be extremely long.

There is no restriction on the length of sentences, except, of course, that they should not be so long as to be confusing or unintelligible. Usually, relatively short sentences make for greater clarity. However, a series of sentences should not all be so short that the effect is too abrupt or jerky.

Apart from clarity, there is the question of style when it comes to sentence length. From the point of view of good style, it is important to vary the length of your sentences. A mixture of sentence lengths makes a piece of prose seem more interesting.



Simple sentences

Short sentences often contain one main clause (see here) and a sentence with just one main clause is called a simple sentence. The following are examples of simple sentences:

The boy laughed.

He enjoyed the trip.

We liked the play very much.

Her son is ill.

Her daughter became a doctor.

They gave me a present yesterday.

Multiple sentences

Sentences which contain more than one clause are known as multiple sentences, sometimes abbreviated to multi-sentences. These can either be compound sentences or complex sentences.

Compound sentences

Longer sentences usually contain more than one clause. Sometimes they consist of just two main clauses (see here), sometimes more than two. These clauses are linked by a coordinating conjunction (see here) such as and, but or or and the sentences formed in this way are known as compound sentences. The following are examples of compound sentences:

She loved the children and she looked after them well.

He left on time, but the bus was late.

She will mend the dress or buy a new one.

I was sorry for him, but I could not help him and I felt bad about that.

She played well, but her opponent played even better and she lost the match.

Complex sentences

Longer sentences are often complex sentences. In complex sentences at least one of the clauses is a main clause, but one or more of the clauses is a subordinate clause (see here).

A subordinate clauses is connected to the main clause by a subordinating conjunction such as although, because, before, since, unless, when, while and why. Often the main clause comes before the subordinate, but sometimes the subordinate clause is put first.

The following are examples of complex sentences:

She danced while he played.

I left when they arrived.

The book was still where we had left it.

She cannot go unless her mother gives her permission.

Because his car broke down he arrived late at the wedding.

Wherever he goes, she goes.

Since you left he has been sad.

THE PARAGRAPH

The paragraph is usually a considerably larger unit of structure than a sentence. Indeed, it usually consists of several sentences. Pieces of prose are usually divided into paragraphs to make the information conveyed by the prose more comprehensible and easier to access.

Unlike the construction of sentences, there are no set grammatical rules for the construction of paragraphs and many people find it difficult to divide their work into paragraphs. However, this improves with practice and soon becomes instinctive. Here are some guidelines:

1. There is no set length that a paragraph should be. A paragraph should deal with one particular theme or point of the writer’s writing or argument. When that has been dealt with satisfactorily, a new paragraph should be started. If a paragraph is very long it can be difficult for readers to make their way through it and it can also be rather off-putting visually. In such cases it is best to consider subdividing the theme of the long paragraph to make shorter paragraphs.

2. On the other hand, it is best not to make all one’s paragraphs too short as this can create a disjointed effect. Try to aim for a mixture of lengths to create some variety. Traditionally, it was frowned upon to have a one-sentence paragraph but there are no hard and fast rules about this. Usually, however, it takes more than one sentence to develop the theme of the paragraph, unless one is a tabloid journalist or copywriter for an advertising firm.

3. The opening paragraph of a piece of writing should introduce the topic about which you are writing. The closing paragraph should sum up what you have been writing about.

4. New paragraphs begin on new lines and they are usually indented from the margin. In the case of dialogue in a work of fiction, each speaker’s speech usually begins on a new line to make things clearer for the reader.

Clauses, Phrases and Phrasal Verbs

CLAUSES

A clause, like a major sentence, is a meaningful group of words containing a subject and predicate (see here). However, unlike sentences, not all clauses can stand alone and make sense.

Main clauses

A clause that can stand alone and make sense is known as a main clause. Every major sentence must have at least one main clause (see here). In each of the following sentences the underlined words form a main clause:

He was at the office when I arrived.

I knew why he left.

We took the train because the car broke down.

Some sentences consist of more than one main clause connected by a coordinating conjunction (see here) such as and, but or or. Such sentences are known as compound sentences (see here). The following sentences consist of two main clauses:

I was very angry and he knew it.

You can either apologise or you can leave immediately.

It was a sunny day but it was very cold.

The following sentences consist of more than two main clauses:

She was intelligent and she was very efficient but she had no luck in finding a job.

We can get a flight today or we can get one next week, but we cannot get one at the weekend.

Punctuation and main clauses

A comma may be used to separate main clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction (see here), but this is not usual, especially if the clauses have the same subject and the coordinating conjunction is and. When the coordinating conjunction is but, the use of a comma to mark off the main clause is more a matter of choice, especially when both clauses are quite long.

Subordinate clauses

A clause that cannot stand alone and make sense, but is dependent on the main clause to make sense, is called a subordinate clause. A subordinate clause can come before or after a main clause. In each of the following sentences the underlined words form a subordinate clause:

He arrived after we had started the meal.

We won’t be able to put in an offer for the house until we sell our own.

He failed the exam although he worked hard.

If you buy that car you will regret it.

When he saw her he smiled.

There are several types of subordinate clause. A subordinate clause can substitute for most elements of a sentence, such as the adverb, adjective or noun, with the exception of the verb.

Subordinate adverbial clauses

A subordinate adverbial clause performs a similar function to an adverb in a sentence.

For example in the sentence

She left for the airport early.

the word early is an adverb.

This adverb can be replaced by an adverbial clause, as

She left for the airport when it became light.

or

She left for the airport before the city traffic got too heavy.

In both these sentences the underlined words form an adverbial clause.

In some cases an adverbial clause can come before the main clause, as in the sentence:

Before he left he gave her a letter.

If the adverbial clause comes before the main clause it is sometimes separated from the main clause by a comma, especially when the adverbial clause is quite a long one. When the adverbial clause follows the main clause there is usually no comma. (See Commas and subordinate clauses on here.)

There are various types of adverb (see here) and, correspondingly there are various types of adverbial clause. These types of adverbial clauses are examined below.

Adverbial clause of time

This indicates the time something happens and is introduced by a conjunction relating to time, such as after, before, when, whenever, while, until, as soon as (see also here). The words underlined in each of the following sentences form an adverbial clause of time:

We need to leave before the traffic gets bad.

He got there as I was leaving.

It had snowed heavily while we slept.

Whenever they meet they quarrel.

While we slept someone broke into the house.

Adverbial clause of place

This indicates the place that something happens and is introduced by a conjunction relating to place, such as where, wherever, everywhere (see also here). The words underlined in each of the following sentences form an adverbial clause of place:

We left the books where we had found them.

Wherever we went we saw signs of terrible poverty.

Everywhere she goes she upsets people.


NB: Conjunctions and relative clauses

If the conjunctions where or when follow a noun, the subordinate clause so formed is not an adverbial clause of place or time but a relative clause (see Relative clauses on here). For where you can substitute in which and for when you can substitute at which. In each of the following sentences the underlined words form a relative clause not an adverbial clause:

This is the place where (in which) we last saw him.

This is the time when (at which) the pain gets worse.



Adverbial clause of purpose

This indicates the intention someone has when doing something and is introduced by a conjunction relating to purpose, such as in order (to), to, so as to, so that. The words underlined in each of the following sentences form an adverbial clause of purpose:

We started on our journey very early so that we could avoid
the city rush hour.

In order to pass the exam, you are going to have to work a lot harder.

He reduced the number of staff in order that he might avoid bankruptcy.

We are saving hard so that we can buy a new house.

Adverbial clause of reason

This indicates why something happens or is done and is introduced by
a conjunction relating to reason, such as because, since, as, in case. The words underlined in the following sentences form adverbial clauses of reason:

I couldn’t go to the wedding because I had to work that day.

As it was raining, we had the party indoors instead of in the garden.

Since your child broke the window, you should pay for the repair.

I’m taking some sandwiches in case there is no buffet on the train.

Adverbial clause of result

This indicates the result of an event or situation and is introduced by a conjunction relating to result, so that. The words so and that can be separated, so coming before an adjective or adverb in the main clause and that being the first word in the subordinate clause. The words underlined in each of the following sentences form an adverbial clause of result:

She spoke very quickly so that we could scarcely understand her instructions.

He fell awkwardly so that he broke his leg.

She was so ill that she had to be taken to hospital immediately.

We were so bored that we left the lecture early.

An adverbial clause of result always comes after the main clause, unlike some other adverbial clauses which can also come before it.

Adverbial clause of condition

This indicates a possible situation and its consequences and is introduced by a conjunction relating to condition, such as unless, if, as if, provided (that), providing, as long as. The words underlined in each of the following sentences form an adverbial clause of condition:

I’ll come to the party provided I don’t have to work.

If you finish your project, you can leave early.

I could have told you that if you had bothered to ask me.

We will miss the plane unless we leave for the airport now.

As long as you work late this evening, you can have tomorrow morning off.

If you study hard and do well in your exams, you will easily get into university.

Adverbial clause of manner

This indicates the way someone behaves or the way in which something is done, and is introduced by a conjunction relating to manner, such as as though, as if, as, like (see also here). The words underlined in each of the following sentences form an adverbial clause of manner:

He talks as if he knows a lot about the subject.

She looked at him as though she hated him.

Why does he behave as he does?

An adverbial clause of manner always follows the main clause, unlike some other adverbial clauses which can also come before it.

Adverbial clause of concession

This contains a fact that contrasts in some way with the main clause or makes it seem surprising and is introduced by a conjunction, such as although, though, even though, whereas, while, whilst. The words underlined in each of the following sentences form an adverbial clause of concession:

I admire his work although I don’t really like him.

Even though she loves him, she doesn’t trust him.

Whilst he works very hard, he doesn’t really achieve anything.

My friend loves to lie on the beach all day, whereas I like to explore the surrounding villages.

Although he had all the right qualifications and experience for that particular post, he was not appointed.

Comparative clauses

A comparative clause is a subordinate clause that modifies comparative adjectives and adverbs and is introduced by than. The words underlined in each of the following sentences form a comparative clause:

The task was much more difficult than any of us had anticipated.

He worked harder than we could ever have imagined.

She somehow looked less attractive today than she did last night.

Relative clauses

A relative clause performs a similar function to an adjective in a sentence. It comes immediately after a noun in the main clause, which is called the antecedent, and gives more information about this noun. A relative clause is introduced by a relative pronoun (see here), such as who, whose, which, that, and this comes immediately after the antecedent. Who and whom are used when the noun refers to a person, which is used when it refers to a thing and that can be used of either a person or thing. Whom is used when the relative pronoun is the object of the verb in the relative clause. Whose is used when you want to refer to something relating to the person or thing you are talking about. The words underlined in each of the sentences that follow form a relative clause:

That’s the boy who stole the bike.

I know the man whose wife was killed.

These are the men whose wages have been cut.

It is a country whose population is in decline.

He is the neighbor whom we like best.

Here is the book that I borrowed.

I lost the ring which he gave me.

He hit the driver that damaged his car.


NB: Of which

In formal English, especially written English, of which is sometimes used instead of whose, as in the underlined clauses below:

It is one of those cities of which the center has become a slum.

The ruined castle is one of those buildings of which the history is inadequately documented.



Sometimes the relative clause divides the parts of a main clause rather than coming after it. The words underlined in each of the sentences below form a relative clause:

The house that we liked most was much too expensive for us.

The woman whose daughter is ill is very upset.

The dream which I had last night was very vivid.

Types of relative clause

There are two types of relative clause: a defining relative clause and a non-defining relative clause.

Defining relative clause

A defining relative clause identifies which person or thing you are talking about.The words underlined in each of the following sentences form a defining relative clause:

I recognized the woman who stole my purse.

There is the man whom she adores.

He bought the necklace which she had admired.

These are the chocolates that Mum likes best.

Non-defining relative clause

A non-defining relative clause is not needed to identify the person or thing that you are talking about, but it gives further information about that person or thing. The words underlined in each of the following sentences form a non-defining relative clause:

They walked down the town’s main street which was called George Street.

He fell in love with the girl next door who became his wife.

He got his promotion which was long overdue.

Punctuation in relative clauses

Where a non-defining relative clause divides the parts of a main clause it is placed within a pair of commas.

His two sisters, who were very close to him, never got over his death.

The old man, who was nearly 90, did not survive the operation.

Commas are not used in this way in the case of defining relative clauses.

The book that he took was very valuable.

The car that we bought proved to be unreliable.

Prepositions in relative clauses

When there is a preposition in a relative clause this is often placed at the end of the clause, which is often also the end of the sentence. Previously it was considered a grammatical error to end a sentence with a preposition, but this attitude has changed. However, the preposition can be put in front of the relative pronoun as long as the sentence so formed sounds natural. This is most often done in formal English, particularly written English, as in the following sentences:

This is what has happened to the society which we live in.

or

This is what has happened to the society in which we live.

Unbelievably, he has given up the job which he trained so hard for.

or

Unbelievably, he has given up the job for which he trained so hard.

This is the kind of behavior that I refuse to put up with.

But you would never say:

This is the kind of behavior up with which I refuse to put.

Noun or nominal clauses

A noun or nominal clause performs a similar function to a noun or noun phrase in a sentence. Like a noun it can act as the subject, object or complement (see here–here) of the main clause. The words underlined in each of the following sentences are noun clauses that act as the subject of the sentence:

Where you go is of very little interest to me.

What you know should be told to the police.

What he does now is up to him.

The words underlined in each of the following sentences are noun clauses that act as the object of the sentence:

I’m not asking why you’re going.

We didn’t know who had done it.

He refused to say where he was going.

The words underlined in each of the following sentences are noun clauses that act as the complement of the sentence:

The theory is that there will be enough money for everyone.

My point is that we simply can’t afford to move house.


NB: Nouns and prepositions

Sometimes noun clauses come after a preposition. The underlined words in each of the following sentences are noun clauses:

It depends on how much money is available.

They all commented on what a lot of weight he had lost.



Comment clauses

A comment clause is a short clause inserted into a sentence sometimes used to show the speaker’s attitude to what he or she is saying and sometimes used as a filler without much meaning. Comment clauses are particularly common in informal speech. The words underlined in each of the following sentences form a comment clause:

To put it bluntly, he is a liar.

The patient will most likely survive, I’m glad to say.

She’s only a few years older than me, you know.

He’s been married twice before, it seems.


NB: Use of a comma

A comment clause is often separated from the main clause by a comma.



PHRASES

A phrase usually refers to a group of words that work together to form a grammatical unit, although, in fact, a phrase may consist of just one word. A clause or sentence can usually be broken down into phrases. There are five kinds of phrase and each phrase takes its name from the word class which plays the main part in its structure. Thus, in a noun phrase a noun is the main part of the structure of the phrase and in an adjective phrase an adjective is the main part of the structure of the phrase.

Noun or nominal phrases

A noun phrase, also called a nominal phrase, is a group of related words in which the main word is a noun and which functions like a noun in a sentence or clause. Thus, a very long black car is a noun phrase in which the main word is the noun car. A noun phrase can either act as the subject, object or complement of the sentence or clause. The words underlined in each of the following sentences are noun phrases. In the first two sentences the noun phrases act as the subject, in the middle two sentences the noun phrases act as the object, and in the last two sentences the noun phrases act as the complement.

The most dreadful road accident has happened. (subject)

A terrible storm is forecast. (subject)

We have some interesting new neighbors. (object)

I met a very charming woman at the party. (object)

His father is a fairly talented artist. (complement)

My great-aunt later became a famous opera singer. (complement)

Adjective phrases

An adjective phrase, also called an adjectival phrase, is a group of related words in which the main word is an adjective and which functions like an adjective in a sentence or clause. Thus, rather too old is an adjectival phrase in which the main word is the adjective old. The words underlined in each of the following sentences are adjective phrases:

She was tired, miserable and hungry.

The task was extremely challenging.

The patient was getting paler and weaker.

The flowers were fresh from the garden.

On the day of the picnic the weather was the worst possible.

Adverb phrases

An adverb phrase, also called an adverbial phrase or an adverbial, is a group of related words in which the main word is an adverb and which functions like an adverb in a sentence or clause. Thus, extremely frequently is an adverb phrase in which the main word is the adverb frequently. The words underlined in each of the following sentences are adverb phrases:

I saw both of them very recently.

I can’t stand this noise for much longer.

She greeted her guests extremely warmly.

The students are working really hard.

They live very close.

They found the ring somewhere near here.

Preposition phrases

A preposition phrase, also called a prepositional phrase, is a group of related words in which the main word is a preposition and which functions like a preposition in a sentence or clause. Thus, on the table is a preposition phrase in which the main word is the preposition on. The words underlined in each of the following sentences are prepositional phrases:

We waited at the bus stop.

He placed the book on the table.

You must stay in the garden.


NB: Dangling participle

A dangling participle is a participle (see here) that has been misplaced in a sentence. A participle is often used to introduce a phrase that is attached to a subject mentioned later in a sentence.

Thus in the sentence

Worn out by the long walk, she fell to the ground in a faint.

Worn out is the participle and she is the subject.

It is a common error for such a participle not to be related to any subject.

Thus, in the sentence

Imprisoned in the dark basement, it seemed a long time since she had seen the sun.

the participle imprisoned is not related to a particular subject and is said to be dangling.

It is also a common error for a participle to be related to the wrong subject in a sentence.

Thus, in the sentence

Painting the ceiling, some of the plaster fell on his head.

the participle painting should go with a subject such as he. Instead it goes with some of the plaster.

Participles in the above situation are more correctly known as misrelated participles, although they are also called dangling participles.



Participial phrases

A participial phrase is a group of related words in which the main word is a participle of a verb, either present participle or past participle (see here–here). A participle is often used to introduce a phrase that is attached to a subject mentioned later in a sentence.

For example, in the sentence

Worn out by the long walk, she fell to the ground exhausted.

Worn out is the participle and she the subject.

In the following sentences the underlined words form participial phrases:

Having found her, he never wanted to lose her again.

Descending through the thick mist, the climbers came upon a beautiful little alpine village.

Walking along the country lanes, she welcomed the arrival of spring.

Once lost, the secret could never be found again.

Severely disfigured by the effects of the fire, the young woman went into a deep depression.

PHRASAL VERBS

A phrasal verb is a verb that consists of two or three words. They can consist of a verb followed by an adverb or they can consist of a verb followed by a preposition or they can consist of a verb followed by an adverb and a preposition. Examples of all three kinds of phrasal verbs are shown below with the phrasal verbs underlined.

1. Phrasal verbs consisting of a verb followed by an adverb:

We sat down and waited.

She slipped on the ice and fell over.

They set off just before dawn.

When does the plane take off?

It’s time to go in.

The price of property here will go up.

Come up now, please.

How long did it take for the patient to come round?

Winter will set in soon.

The effects of the painkiller began to wear off.

Our holiday plans have fallen through.

Lie down and try to sleep.

The car had moved off.

He hopes to find a permanent job and settle down.

The child curled up and went to sleep.

The caller rang off before I got to the phone.

2. Phrasal verbs consisting of a verb followed by a preposition:

They walked through the forest.

We drove through the city at midnight.

You should call on your new neighbor.

The child fell into the water.

My father finally got over his illness.

The workers asked for more money.

He originally came from London.

She was living with her parents at the time.

We had pored over all the holiday brochures.

He is embarking on a new career.

Someone had tampered with the evidence.

We banked on your support.

She brought up her children alone.

He turned down the job offer.

3. Phrasal verbs consisting of a verb followed by an adverb and a preposition:

Tiredness crept up on her as she drove and she decided to stop for some coffee.

We’ll have to come up with another source of funding.

It is time they did away with these out-dated laws.

He must face up to the possible consequences of his action.

I refuse to put up with our noisy neighbors any longer.

You are bound to come up against a few problems in the course of this task.

She looked up to her father until she discovered that he was a crook.

The children get up to a lot of mischievous tricks when the teacher leaves the room.

He ran off with his best friend’s wife.

It all comes down to money in the end.

Position of object in phrasal verbs

Many phrasal verbs act like intransitive verbs (see here). Some, however, act like transitive verbs and, as such, take a direct object (see here). When a phrasal verb is used in a transitive situation you sometimes have a choice as to where to place the object. If it consists of a short noun phrase, the object can be placed either after the second word of the phrasal verb, or after the first word and before the second word. In the following sentences the underlined words, in different positions, represent the object:

We filled up the water jug with cold water from the kitchen tap.

or

We filled the water jug up with cold water from the kitchen tap.

He’ll never live down this terrible scandal.

or

He’ll never live this terrible scandal down.

The quarrel tore apart the entire family.

or

The quarrel tore the entire family apart.

When the object is a pronoun, such as him, her, it, etc, it usually comes before the second word of the phrasal verb. In the following sentences the underlined words form phrasal verbs and their pronoun objects:

I gave my letter of complaint to the manager, but she immediately handed it over to her assistant.

When she broke off the engagement he wanted her to keep the ring, but she gave it back.

It was Jim who thought of the idea, but it was Jack who put it forward to the committee.

The little girl was badly injured and police are trying to find the driver who knocked her over.

The young boxer was knocked out and doctors took several minutes
to bring him round.

Nouns and Pronouns

The smallest unit of language is the word. In grammar each word is assigned a grammatical category known as a part of speech. The following are the main parts of speech: noun, pronoun, adjective, determiner, verb, adverb, preposition and conjunction.

NOUNS

Often called a naming word in primary schools, a noun is used to refer to a person, thing or quality. Nouns are a common feature of language. They are categorized into various classifications, as described in the next few pages.

Common and proper nouns

Common nouns

A common noun refers to something of which there are many examples. The following words are examples of common nouns:

apple, band, car, city, country, day, dog, man, month, planet, religion, street.

Proper nouns

A proper noun, on the other hand, refers to something in particular of which there is only one example. Unlike common nouns, proper nouns begin with a capital letter. Thus, the following words are examples of proper nouns:

Granny Smith (type of apple), Beatles (name of pop group), Buddhism, Volkswagen (trade name of type of car), London, Sweden, Wednesday, Doberman (type of dog), Jack (name of man), March, Mars (name of planet), Scotland Street.

Concrete and abstract nouns

Concrete nouns

A concrete noun refers to something that you can touch. The following are examples of concrete nouns:

bag, carpet, door, flower, grape, hand, lake, monkey, orange, pan, road, shoe, window.

Abstract nouns

An abstract noun refers to something that you cannot touch. In other words, it refers to a quality, concept or idea. The following are examples of abstract nouns:

anger, beauty, Christianity, courage, danger, fear, greed, happiness, loyalty, Marxism, wisdom, youth.

Countable and uncountable nouns

Countable nouns

A countable noun, also known as a count noun, is a noun that can be preceded by the word a and can exist in a plural form. When the plural form is used it is not usually preceded by a determiner, but is used alone. Most concrete nouns are countable. The following are examples of countable nouns:

city ( plural cities), gate ( plural gates), foot ( plural feet), hat, ( plural hats), lady ( plural ladies), monkey ( plural monkeys), mouse ( plural mice), taxi ( plural taxis), window ( plural windows).

In the following sentences, the underlined words, either in the singular or plural form, are countable nouns:

I’ve just bought a flat there.

I prefer cities to the countryside.

Open the door, please.

The child believes in fairies.

The church is over there.

There are mice in the house.

Uncountable nouns

An uncountable noun, also known as an uncount noun, is a noun that cannot usually be preceded by the word a or an and does not usually exist in a plural form. Abstract nouns tend to be uncountable. The underlined words in the following sentences are examples of uncountable nouns:

They lived in poverty.

Our luggage went missing.

We are waiting for vital information.

Education is an obsession with her.

I put some gas in the truck yesterday.

I’ll have a kilo of sugar, please.

Could I have a slice of bread?


NB: Countable and uncountable nouns

Some nouns exist in both countable and uncountable forms. One example is the word cake.

Cake is countable in

The child ate three cakes.

and uncountable in

Do have some cake.

Another example is the word light.

Light is countable in

The lights in the house suddenly went out.

but uncountable in

She was depressed by the lack of light in the winter.

In some situations it is possible to have a countable version of what is usually an uncountable noun.

Thus, although the word sugar is usually considered uncountable, as in the example

Add a little sugar to the mixture.

it can be used colloquially as a countable noun as in:

I take two sugars (two teaspoonfuls of sugar).

Similarly, although the word tea is usually considered uncountable, as in the examples:

I would love a cup of tea.

and

She invited me to tea.

it can be used colloquially as a countable noun as in:

I’ll have two teas without sugar, please.



Verbal nouns

When the present participle (see here) functions as a noun it is known as a verbal noun or gerund. The verbal noun is so called because, although formed from a verb, it functions as a noun, acting as the subject of a sentence. In the following sentences the underlined words are verbal nouns or gerunds acting as the subject of a sentence:

Smoking is bad for your health.

Stealing is a crime.

Jogging is good exercise.

Swimming is his favorite sport.

Sometimes the verbal noun can act as the object of a sentence. In the following sentences the underlined words are verbal nouns or gerunds acting as the object of a sentence:

I don’t enjoy swimming.

She hates dancing.

She gave up smoking.

He took up jogging in the park.

They loathe eating in restaurants.

The young men love drinking in pubs.

She took to giving noisy parties late at night.

Nouns or pronouns that qualify verbal nouns or gerunds should be in the possessive case (see here–here), as illustrated by the underlined words in the following sentences:

My mother hates my smoking in her house.

The head teacher objected to our wearing casual clothes on the school trip.

However, there is a general tendency to think of gerunds as being a very difficult area of the English language. The result is that most people do not understand that the gerund should be preceded by a noun or pronoun in the possessive case and they use an object instead, as illustrated by the underlined words in the following sentences:

My mother hates me smoking in her house.

The head teacher objected to us wearing casual clothes on the school trip.

Although ungrammatical, such usage is becoming more and more common.

Collective nouns

A collective noun is a singular noun that refers to a group of things or people when the whole group is being considered. In the following phrases the underlined word is a collective noun:

a pack of wolves

a flock of sheep

a herd of cattle

a school of whales

a shoal of herring

a fleet of ships

a pride of lions

a swarm of flies

a gaggle of geese

a constellation of stars.

Singular and plural forms of nouns

Regular singular forms of nouns

Most English nouns have a different ending for one of something (called the singular form) than they do for more than one (called the plural form).

In the case of the majority of nouns the plural is formed regularly simply by adding s or es to the singular, as in bat/bats, monkey/monkeys, church/churches. In cases where the singular noun ends in a consonant followed by y then the plural form regularly becomes ies, as in fairy/fairies.

Regular plural forms of nouns

The following is a list of common nouns with their regular plural forms:









	




	banana
	bananas



	berry
	berries



	bush
	bushes



	dog
	dogs



	elephant
	elephants



	friend
	friends



	house
	houses



	kiss
	kisses



	lady
	ladies



	march
	marches



	porch
	porches



	road
	roads



	story
	stories



	table
	tables



	taxi
	taxis



	umbrella
	umbrellas



	variety
	varieties





Irregular plural forms of nouns

Some nouns do not form their plural in the above regular ways. Instead their plural forms are irregular.

Some irregular plurals are formed, not by adding an ending to the singular form, but by changing the vowel in the singular forms, such as man/men, or by having a completely different form from the singular, such as mouse/mice.

The following is a list of nouns with their irregular plural forms:









	




	foot
	feet



	goose
	geese



	tooth
	teeth



	woman
	women





A few irregular plural forms are formed by adding en to the singular form, as in ox/oxen. In the case of the word child the letter r is added before the en.

Some nouns ending in f form irregular plurals ending in ves, as in loaf/loaves.

The following is a list of such nouns with their irregular plurals:









	




	half
	halves



	leaf
	leaves



	scarf
	scarves



	wife
	wives



	wolf
	wolves





Foreign plural forms of nouns

Some nouns in English have a plural form that follows the spelling rules of the foreign language from which they are derived, as in stimulus/stimuli. The following is a list of such words with their plural form:









	




	bacterium
	bacteria



	bacillus
	bacilli



	criterion
	criteria



	larva
	larvae



	phenomenon
	phenomena






NB: Foreign plurals

In modern English there is a tendency to anglicize the plural forms of foreign words. Many of these co-exist with the original foreign plural form, as in thesaurus (thesauri/thesauruses). Other examples include:

formula (formulae/formulas)

appendix (appendices/appendixes)

index (indices/indexes)

gateau (gateaux/gateaus)

In the case of the words appendix and index the two plural forms are used in different contexts. The plural appendices is used in a literary context, as in the appendices added as additional information at the end of a book, whereas the plural appendixes is used in a medical context, as in the surgical removal of appendixes. The plural indices is usually used in a mathematical context, whereas the plural indexes is usually used in a literary context to refer to the index at the back of some books.



Unchanging plural form

Some irregular plural forms are the same as the singular form of the noun. These include sheep, salmon and grouse (the game bird).

Nouns used only in the plural form

There are some nouns, such as jeans, scissors and trousers, which are only used in the plural form and have no singular equivalent form. To refer to any of these in the singular the construction a pair of jeans, scissors or trousers is used.

Gender of nouns

Many languages, such as French and German, are affected by the concept of grammatical gender. Thus, in French the word hill is feminine (la colline) according to grammatical gender, although in gender in the real world it would be neuter. Similarly, the German word for a mountain (der Berg) is masculine in terms of grammatical gender, although in the real world it is neuter.

This is not true of English because English nouns tend to be grouped according to the natural distinctions of sex, or, where appropriate, absence of sex. Thus, we have the gender categories of masculine, feminine and neuter and a man or boy is classified as masculine, a girl or woman is classified as feminine and a table or chair as neuter.

1. The words in the following list are masculine:

bridegroom, brother, duke, drake, emperor, father, husband, king, nephew, prince, son, widower.

2. The words in the following list are the feminine equivalents of the words in the masculine list:

bride, sister, duchess, duck, empress, mother, wife, queen, niece, princess, daughter, widow.

3. The words in the following list are neuter:

apple, bottle, car, desk, egg, house, letter, newspaper, road, shoe, town, window.

Dual gender

Some nouns in English, such as child, can either refer to a male or a female (dual gender), unless the sex is indicated in the context. The words in the following list fall into this category:

adult, architect, artist, athlete, baby, author, cousin, doctor, parent, secretary, singer, student, teacher.

Feminine forms

Some words in this category, such as author, poet, sculptor and proprietor, were formerly automatically assumed to be masculine and they had feminine forms, authoress, poetess, sculptress and proprietrix.

The rise of the Women’s Movement in the 1960s with its concern for the equality of women in society gave rise to a corresponding concern for sexism in language. Words such as authoress and poetess were thought to be sexist and are generally now thought to be unacceptable. However, some feminine forms, such as waitress, are still in common use and both actor and actress are used for a female actor.

Person in compound nouns

The need to remove sexism from language also resulted in the increase in use of the word person to form compound nouns (see below) that could refer to either a man or a woman and were, therefore, of dual gender. Such words include chairperson and spokesperson. These replaced chairman and spokesman which were hitherto thought to be able to apply to a man or a woman, although they sounded masculine. (See he under Personal pronouns on here.)

Compound nouns

Many nouns, known as compound nouns, consist of two or more words. A compound noun is a fixed expression that is made up of more than one word and functions as a noun in a sentence or clause. Most compound nouns consist of two nouns or an adjective and a noun, but some, such as cover-up and make-up, are derived from phrasal verbs (see here) and some, such as passer-by and looker-on, are derived from a noun plus adverb. A few compound nouns consist of a letter of the alphabet and a noun, as in X-ray and U-turn.

Some compound nouns are written as two separate words, as in estate agent; some are separated by a hyphen, such as pen-friend; and some are written as one word, such as housewife. Sometimes which style of writing you use for compound nouns is a matter of choice. For example, baby-sitter can also be written as babysitter and spin-off can be written as spinoff. If you want to be consistent in your writing, it is best to select a reliable dictionary and follow its recommendations.

The words in the following list are all examples of compound nouns:

air conditioning, bank account, blood pressure, coffee jug, doorstep, fairy tale, frying pan, health center, housewife, income tax, letter-box, make-up, musical instrument, nail varnish, passer-by, police station, seaweed, swimming pool, teapot, washing machine.

Plural forms of compound nouns

The plural forms of compound nouns vary according to the type of words they are made up of. If the final word of a compound noun is a countable noun the plural form of the countable noun is used when the compound noun is made plural, as in swimming pools, police stations, letter-boxes, coffee jugs.

Compound nouns that are directly derived from phrasal verbs (see here) usually have a plural form ending in s, as in cover-up/cover-ups, show-off/show-offs.

In the case of compound nouns which consist of a count noun and an adverb, the plural form of the noun is used before the adverb when the compound noun is in the plural form, as in passers-by and lookers-on.

Nouns and noun phrases in apposition

A noun or noun phrase is said to be in apposition when it is placed next to another noun or noun phrase and provides further information about it, especially by saying something that identifies or describes it. In such a situation, the main noun or noun phrase and the amplifying noun or noun phrase refer to the same person or thing. In the following sentences the underlined noun phrases are in apposition:

My eldest brother, the acting head of the firm, has given a statement to the police.

My nearest neighbor, the owner of Grange Farm, witnessed the accident.

George Jones, a well-known local lawyer, is representing the accused.

The man who caused all this trouble, the children’s father, has walked away without punishment.

PRONOUNS

A pronoun is a word that takes the place of a noun or noun phrase in a sentence. In the following sentences the underlined word is a pronoun:

I bought an apple and ate it.

I phoned Jane and invited her to dinner.

You should have asked permission.

Jack told Sally all about herself.

Is anyone there?

Who said that?

Those are gloves.

Each of us had to sing a song.

He killed the man who attacked his daughter.

There are several types of pronoun and they are categorized as shown below.

Personal pronouns

Of the different kinds of pronoun, personal pronouns are the most common. A personal pronoun is a pronoun that is used to refer back to someone or something that has already been mentioned. Of the different kinds of pronoun the personal pronouns are the most common.

There are three types of personal pronoun, according to their function in the sentence. The subject pronoun is used as the subject of a sentence; the object pronoun is used as the object of a sentence; the possessive pronoun is used to indicate that a person or thing belongs to, or is associated with, another person or thing.

In the sentence below the underlined word is a personal subject pronoun:

I looked after the children.

In the sentence below the underlined word is a personal object pronoun:

The grandparents looked after her.

And finally in the sentence below the underlined word is a possessive pronoun:

That car is mine.

I and we: the first person personal pronoun

Personal pronouns are also categorized according to person. The first person personal pronoun refers to the person who is speaking or writing when referring to himself or herself. The first person personal pronoun, is I in the singular form and we in the plural form, when it acts as the subject of a sentence. When it is the object of a sentence the singular form is me and the plural form is us. The possessive form of the first person personal pronoun is mine in the singular form and ours in the plural form.

In the following sentences the underlined words are first person personal pronouns acting as the subject of the sentences:

She said, “I am going home.”

“I am going shopping,” he said.

“We have very little money left,” she said to her husband and he said,

“We shall have to leave now if we are to get there on time.”

In the following sentences the underlined words are first person personal pronouns acting as the object of the sentences:

“I think he hates me,” Jane said.

“It’s obvious that she deceived us,” said Jim.

“Jack doesn’t really know me,” said Sue.

In the following sentences the underlined words are first person personal pronouns in the possessive form, also known as possessive pronouns:

“That book is mine,” said Anne.

“We won,” said Bill, “and so the prize is clearly ours.”


NB: Me and I

Many people are confused about when to use I and when to use me. It is often wrongly assumed that the use of the word me is less polite than that of the word I.

The pronoun I should be used as the subject of a sentence as in:

Jim and I are going on holiday together.

or

May Jane and I come to the party?

The pronoun me should be used as the object of a sentence as in:

They invited my brother and me to tea.

or

They played tennis against my father and me.

Exception: Except in very formal contexts, it is now considered quite acceptable to say:

It is me.

although, strictly speaking, this use is ungrammatical and it should be

It is I.

However, this sounds very stilted and is rarely used.




NB: Between, I and me

There is some confusion as to whether the preposition between should be followed by I or me. Because between is followed by an object, the correct answer is me, as in:

The dog stood between me and the gate.

or

There is a great deal of ill feeling between my cousin and me.

It is wrongly assumed that the use of me is less polite than the use of I.



You: the second person personal pronoun

The second person personal pronoun refers to the person or thing that is being addressed in the sentence. The second person personal pronoun is you, whether it is the pronoun or object of the sentence and whether it is singular or plural. Unlike in some languages, the second person personal pronoun does not alter its form in English.

The possessive form of the second person personal pronoun is yours in both singular and plural forms.

In the following sentences the underlined words are second person personal pronouns acting as the subject of the sentences:

You should have told me earlier, Jane.

You, Mum and Dad, have been very generous to me.

You all are equally to blame.

In the following sentences the underlined words are second person personal pronouns acting as the object of the sentences:

Someone has betrayed you.

I blame you for what happened, Jim.

Your mother loved you both equally.

In the following sentences the underlined words are second person personal pronouns in the possessive form. These are also known as possessive pronouns.

This pen is yours, Jim, is it?

Sue and Sally, the prize is yours.

Is this dog yours, Mr and Mrs Jones?

He, she, it and they: the third person personal pronouns

The third person personal pronoun refers to a third party, not to the speaker or writer of the sentence and not to the person being addressed. The third person personal pronouns are he, she and it in the singular form and they in the plural form, when the personal pronoun is the subject of the sentence. When the third person personal pronoun is the object of the sentence it takes the form of him, her or it in the singular form and them in the plural form.

The possessive forms of the third person personal pronoun in the singular are respectively his, hers or its. In the plural the possessive form is theirs.

In the following sentences the underlined words are third person personal pronouns acting as the subject of the sentence:

He left school last year.

She is the youngest of the three sisters.

It was the only hotel with vacancies in the area.

They boarded the train for Glasgow.

In the following sentences the underlined words are third person personal pronouns acting as the object of the sentence:

Jane met him at a party.

I drove her to the station.

The house was charming and we loved it at first sight.

He thanked them profusely.

In the following sentences the underlined words are third person personal pronouns in the possessive form. They are also known as possessive pronouns.

The stolen car is theirs.

The fault is theirs, apparently.

That part of the garden is his.

The other part of the garden is hers.

The garden is well looked after. Its flowers are beautiful.


NB: Personal pronouns and sexist language

Until fairly recently, it was very common to use a masculine personal pronoun to refer to a noun where the gender was not known, as in:

If a student does not attend classes regularly he will be asked to leave the college.

When the movement towards the removal of sexist language from the English language began, this use of he was considered to be sexist and such sentences had to be rephrased. However, often this is not easy to do. Where possible the easiest way of doing this may be to turn the whole sentence into the plural, as in:

If students do not attend classes regularly they will be asked to leave the college

Alternatively, the easiest course of action may be to use he or she or he/she instead of he, as in:

If the applicant is successful he or she (he/she) will be expected to start work next week.

This last way round the problem is felt by many people to be clumsy, particularly in spoken or informal English. The solution often used now is ungrammatical in nature: instead of using he or she or he/she many people use they instead although the rest of the sentence is left in the singular form.

So, instead of saying

Every student has been instructed that he/she must register for the exams by the end of December.

they say

Every student has been instructed that they must register for the exams by the end of December.

The use of the third person personal pronoun in such contexts is becoming more and more common, frequently being used in textbooks and dictionaries and even more so in newspapers, magazines and works of fiction.



Possessive pronouns

Possessive pronouns see first person personal pronouns, second person personal pronouns and third person personal pronouns on here–here.

Reflexive pronouns

Reflexive pronouns end in -self or -selves and refer back to a noun or pronoun that has been mentioned earlier in the sentence. The following is a list of reflexive pronouns:

myself, ourselves, yourself, yourselves, himself, herself, itself, themselves

In the following sentences the underlined words are reflexive pronouns:

I cut myself with the breadknife.

You will have to wash yourself in cold water.

He blames himself for the accident.

The cat was licking itself.

Several of the soldiers killed themselves.

Reflexive pronouns can also be used for emphasis, as:

The town itself is not very attractive, but the surrounding countryside is beautiful.

The headmaster himself decided on the boys’ punishment.

We ourselves must provide the funding for the project.


NB: Emphatic pronouns

Reflexive pronouns which are used, as above, for emphasis are sometimes known as emphatic pronouns. Reflexive pronouns can also be used to indicate that someone has done something alone without the help of anyone else, as in:

The bride made that beautiful dress herself.

The young couple are planning to build the house themselves.



Reciprocal pronouns

Reciprocal pronouns are pronouns which are used to indicate a two-way relationship or to convey the idea of reciprocity. The reciprocal pronouns are each other and one another. In the following sentences the underlined words form reciprocal pronouns:

The two sisters have hated each other from childhood.

It is important to help each other as much as possible.

The children are always calling one another unpleasant names.

The family members blame one another for their mother’s death.

Demonstrative pronouns

Demonstrative pronouns are used to indicate or point to things or people. The demonstrative pronouns are this, that, these and those. The demonstrative pronouns this and these are used to refer to something or someone close to the writer or speaker, while that and those are used to refer to something further away.

In the following sentences the underlined words are demonstrative pronouns:

I’m sure this is my book.

This is my father.

That is definitely Dad’s car.

That is my cousin.

These are my favorite flowers.

These are my nephews, Jim and John.

These are some of the issues which we will be discussing this term.

Those are very expensive houses.

Those were interesting points which you raised at the meeting.

Those are our nearest neighbors.

Indefinite pronouns

Indefinite pronouns are pronouns that are used to refer to people or things without specifying exactly who or what they are. The following is a list of the indefinite pronouns:

anyone, anybody, anything, everyone, everybody, everything, someone, somebody, something, no one, nobody, nothing.

In the following sentences the underlined words form an indefinite pronoun:

Is anyone there?

I don’t know anybody here.

I didn’t buy anything.

Does everyone have a drink?

Everybody knows at least one other person here.

She has everything she could ever want.

Someone must know what happened.

I know somebody who can help.

I have something to tell you.

No one can help me now.

Nobody understands.

Nothing matters now.

Some other pronouns are sometimes classified as indefinite pronouns. See distributive pronouns below.


NB: No one

Unlike the other indefinite pronouns no one is written as two words.



Distributive pronouns

Some pronouns were traditionally known as distributive pronouns but are now also variously known as indefinite pronouns (see above) or universal pronouns. Often such pronouns are followed by an of construction. The following is a list of such pronouns:

all, both, each, either, neither, more, most, some.

In the following sentences the underlined words are distributive (indefinite, universal) pronouns:

We thought a few workers would be declared redundant, but, in the end, all lost their jobs.

All of the victims of the crash died.

The three boys were involved in the crime and so each deserves to be punished.

Each of the girls stands a chance of winning the competition.

I am very impressed by these two projects and think that either of them would suit our purpose well.

Neither of the candidates seemed suitable for the job.

There are too many student applicants for the college positions available and some will be disappointed.

Interrogative pronouns

Interrogative pronouns are pronouns which are used to ask questions. They are among words sometimes called wh-words because they all begin with the letters wh-.

The following is a list of interrogative pronouns:

who, whom, to whom, whose, which, what

Who is used as the subject of an interrogative sentence, while the object in formal or written English is whom. However, in informal or spoken English the object of an interrogative sentence is often who. The interrogative pronoun to whom is confined to formal or written English.

In the following sentences the underlined words are interrogative pronouns:

Who has got the job?

Whom did she blame?

Whom did he appoint as his heir?

To whom was he referring?

Whose is the blue car?

Which of these do you prefer?

What happened then?

See interrogative adverbs on here.

Relative pronouns

Relative pronouns are pronouns that introduce a relative clause (see here). The relative pronoun refers back to a noun or noun phrase in the main clause, called the antecedent. The following is a list of relative pronouns:

who, whom, whose, which, that

In the following sentences the underlined words are relative pronouns and in each case the antecedent is the word immediately before the relative pronoun:

There’s the man who stole the car.

She was the only person whom I could trust.

That’s the man whose wife was murdered.

This is the last house which he built.

The dress that I would like is too expensive.

Adjectives and Determiners

ADJECTIVES

An adjective is a word that describes or gives more information about nouns or pronouns. An adjective is said to qualify a noun or pronoun because it limits the word it describes in some way by making it more specific. Thus, qualifying the word book with the adjective red means that we know that we are concentrating on a red book and that we can forget about books of any other color. Similarly, qualifying the word car with the word large means that we know that we are concentrating on a large car and that we can forget about cars of any other size. (See Determiners on here.)

Adjectives usually tell us something about the color, size, quantity, quality or classification of a noun or pronoun. In the following sentences the underlined words are adjectives:

She wore a white dress.

It was a tiny dog.

They had five children.

They were sad people.

It was a Victorian house.

Gradable and non-gradable adjectives

Most adjectives are gradable adjectives. Such adjectives refer to qualities that can vary in degree. Such adjectives can take a comparative and a superlative (see here and here) form or can be accompanied by an adverb of degree, such as very.

Adjectives which do not take a comparative and superlative form and cannot be modified by an adverb of degree are called non-gradable adjectives.

In the following sentences the underlined words are gradable adjectives:

He drove a small car.

It was a bright shade of red.

We were happy.

In the following sentences the underlined words are non-gradable adjectives:

There was a wooden fence round the garden.

It was a plastic toy.

It was a unique experience.

Position of adjectives

Adjectives can be placed immediately before nouns or they can be joined to their relevant nouns by a verb. A few adjectives go directly after the noun. In this respect, adjectives are classified as attributive adjectives, predicative adjectives and post-modifiers.

Attributive adjectives

Attributive adjectives are placed immediately before the nouns which they qualify. In the following sentences the underlined words are attributive adjectives:

The blue dress suited her very well.

We lived there for six years.

They sell delicious cakes.

They built a wooden hut in the garden.

They live in a Georgian square.


NB: Attributive position

Some adjectives are found only in the attributive position. The words underlined in the following list are examples of these adjectives:







	




	my former boss
	in a commanding lead



	her chief reason for being here
	the searing heat



	his sheer folly in doing that
	a thankless task



	the utter beauty of the scene
	a fateful meeting







Predicative adjectives

Predicative adjectives are joined to their relevant nouns by a verb. They are so called because they help to form the predicate (see here) of a sentence.

The curtains in the bedroom were blue.

The dog was huge.

We were hungry.

The result is still uncertain.

Some predicative adjectives are followed by a preposition, such as to, of or with. In the following sentences the underlined words form a predicative adjective plus preposition:

The bug was resistant to the antibiotics.

She is allergic to eggs.

He is afraid of his boss.

The house is devoid of charm.

Is he capable of murder?

The task was fraught with danger.

A baby is just not compatible with such a lifestyle.

She is reliant on her parents.

She is good at tennis.

Post-modifiers

Adjectives which are post-modifiers go immediately after the noun which they qualify. In the following sentences the underlined words are post-modifiers:

The president-elect takes over the presidency at the beginning of the year.

The soldier is to appear before a court martial.

Qualitative adjectives

Qualitative adjectives tell you something about a quality that someone or someone has, as in:

sad, happy, wealthy, foolish, intelligent.

In the following sentences the underlined words are qualitative adjectives:

He is a violent man.

Please give a brief description.

You did some useful work.

They are busy people.

We had a pleasant day.

We have a new car.

It is a huge house.

Qualitative adjectives include adjectives relating to size, such as tiny and massive.

Classifying adjectives

Classifying adjectives identify the particular class that something belongs to. For example, if you take the noun pain, there are various kinds or classes of pain, such as mental pain, physical pain, emotional pain. The adjectives mental, physical and emotional are all examples of classifying adjectives. In the following sentences the underlined words are classifying adjectives:

It is not a democratic government.

They need a financial system.

The country has an agricultural economy.

This is not a medical problem.

This is an urban issue.

We have annual meetings.

Color adjectives

Color adjectives identify the color of something, as in black, red, yellow, purple and brown. In order to give a more precise description of a color you can precede the color adjective with a word such as dark, pale, bright, light, deep. The underlined words in the following sentences are examples of this:

She has light brown hair.

He wore a dark blue shirt.

It was a bright green hat.

She wants a deep purple dress.

If you wish to be less precise about the color of something you can add the suffix –ish to the relevant color, as in greenish, yellowish.

Number adjectives

See number determiners on here.

Emphatic adjectives

Emphatic adjectives are adjectives which you place in front of a noun to emphasise your feelings about something or to emphasise the degree of something, as in absolute, pure. In the following sentences the underlined words are emphatic adjectives:

The play was an utter disaster.

It was pure magic.

He is an utter idiot.

She is a complete fool.

The whole thing was a positive nightmare.

The campaign was a total failure.

Interrogative adjectives

The adjectives which (?) and what (?) are known as interrogative adjectives. They are used to ask questions about the nouns which they qualify. In the following sentences the underlined words are interrogative adjectives:

Which book would you like to borrow?

Which bus goes to the center of town?

What school did you go to?

What plans have you made for the wedding?

Which dress did you choose in the end?

What restaurant have they gone to?

Demonstrative adjectives

Formerly demonstrative determiners were commonly known as demonstrative adjectives. See determiner and demonstrative determiners on here and here.

Possessive adjectives

Formerly possessive determiners were commonly known as possessive adjectives. See determiner and possessive determiners on here and here.

Compound adjectives

Compound adjectives are made up of two or more words, usually separated by a hyphen. In the following list the underlined words are compound adjectives:

a gray-haired man

a part-time post

a black-and-white cat

an air-conditioned office

a kind-hearted woman

a first-class hotel.

Order of adjectives

If several adjectives are used to qualify a noun they tend to be placed in a certain order. The usual order is qualitative adjectives, such as pretty; adjectives relating to size, such as large; verb participles used as adjectives, such as exciting, depressing, broken, disappointed, worried; adjectives relating to color, such as orange; adjectives relating to nationality or region, such as American or northern; adjectives relating to classification, as wooden, Victorian; followed by adjectives relating to purpose or use, such as dining (table). The following sentences show the usual sequence of adjectives:

They live in a pretty little white house.

She wore a beautiful short black dress.

There was a large deep circular pond in the garden.

They lived in an ugly depressing city suburb.

They sat round a large polished mahogany dining table.


NB: Order of adjectives

English is a very flexible language and the usual order of adjectives can be changed for emphasis.




NB: List commas

In cases where there is a list of adjectives before a noun, the use of commas between the adjectives is now optional although it was formerly standard practice. When the adjective immediately before the noun has a closer relationship with it than other adjectives, and indeed often helps to define the noun, no comma should be used before that adjective, as in:

We want to buy some large juicy green peppers.

or

We want to buy some large, juicy green peppers.

See here for the comma as a separating device in a list of adjectives.



Adjectives used as nouns

Sometimes adjectives can be used as nouns, especially when they are preceded by the definite article. In the following sentences the underlined words are adjectives used as nouns. It is sometimes considered offensive to use this construction, such as the disabled, as it can sound as though you are just lumping people together rather than considering them as individuals:

There are few opportunities for the unemployed around here.

The poor seem to keep getting poorer.

The old are often lonely.

Sometimes color adjectives function as nouns without the definite or indefinite article, as in:

Yellow is meant to make people fell more optimistic.

Blue is her favorite color.

He always wears black

Adjective or adverb?

Some words can be used both as adjectives and adverbs. Which part of speech they are is obvious from the context in which they appear. The word early is an adjective in the first of the following sentences and an adverb in the second:

We caught the early train (adjective).

The train left early and we missed it (adverb).

Comparative forms of adjectives

Many adjectives have a comparative form used to indicate that something has more of a quality than something else. It is mostly qualitative adjectives that take comparative forms, although a few color adjectives can also do so.

Some adjectives add -er to the absolute form to make their comparative form, such as braver and louder. Some other adjectives are preceded by the word more to form their comparative form, such as more beautiful and more suitable.

Which is the correct form of the comparative to use is often largely a matter of length. Adjectives which consist of one syllable, such as loud, usually add -er to make their comparative form, as in louder.

Comparative and number of syllables

When a one-syllable adjective ends in a single vowel followed by a single consonant, such as big, the consonant is doubled before the -er ending is added, as in bigger.

Some adjectives which consist of two syllables also form their comparative by adding -er. This is especially true of adjectives which end in -y, such as merry/merrier, but it is also true of some other two-syllable adjectives, such as clever/ cleverer and quiet/quieter. In other cases, such as famous or careful, the comparative form is formed with more, as in more famous, more careful. In some cases the comparative of a two-syllable adjective can be formed either by adding -er to the positive or absolute form or by preceding the positive or absolute form with more. Thus the word gentle can have the comparative form gentler or more gentle and the word pleasant can have the comparative form pleasanter or more pleasant.

Adjectives which consist of three or more syllables usually have comparative forms using more, such as more dangerous. Some three-syllable adjectives which begin with the prefix -un can form their comparative forms by adding -er, such as unhappy/unhappier, unlucky/unluckier.

The above are regular ways of forming the comparative of adjectives. In the following sentences the underlined words are examples of these:

She is prettier than her sister.

It was a brighter day.

The walls are whiter now.

He is younger than his wife.

It’s a safer place now.

The house is even dirtier.

It’s a heavier burden.

She is the more careful worker.

He was the cleverer student.

She is madder than ever.

That death was sadder still.

The child is quieter than her brother.

He is the more honest of the two business partners.

I chose the bigger room.

She gets lovelier each year.

This is an even riskier venture.

This essay is far more interesting.

This doorway is narrower than the other.

This is a politer/more polite way of saying the same thing.

This is certainly a pleasanter/more pleasant way of spending the day.

That is the likelier/more likely solution.

That is an even more ridiculous idea.

Irregular comparatives

The adjectives good and bad have the irregular comparative forms better and worse, as in a good day/a better day and a bad experience/a worse experience.

No comparative form

Some adjectives have only an absolute form and do not normally have a comparative form. These include mere, perfect, real, right, unique and utter.

Superlative forms of adjectives

You can also describe something by saying that it has more of a quality than anything else of its kind. In order to do this you use the superlative form of an adjective. The regular superlative form of an adjective is formed in the same way as the comparative form, except that the comparative ending -er is replaced by the superlative ending -est, and the word more, used to form the comparative, is replaced by the word most. Thus, in the following sentences the underlined words are examples of the superlative form of adjectives:

I want the largest size.

It was the longest journey I’ve ever taken.

That is the maddest idea yet.

He is the unhappiest person I know.

It was the most disappointing news that I had had all year.

This is the quietest room in the hotel.

He is certainly the cleverest student.

She was the most beautiful woman there.

The rose is the loveliest flower.

This seems the most dangerous plan.

Irregular superlatives

The adjectives good and bad have the irregular superlative forms best and worst, as in a good day/the best day and a bad experience/the worst experience.

No superlative form

Some adjectives have only an absolute form and do not normally have a superlative form. These include mere, perfect, real, right, unique and utter.

DETERMINERS

A determiner is a word that is used in front of a noun or pronoun to give some information about it. Formerly, determiners were classified as adjectives. However, because, unlike adjectives, determiners do not, strictly speaking describe a noun or pronoun, the modern grammatical practice is to draw a distinction between them. Thus, the category determiner has been created.

Definite and indefinite articles

The definite and indefinite articles are often categorized as determiners.

Definite article

The definite article is the and it can be used in various ways. It can be used in a sentence to refer back to a person or thing that has already been mentioned or identified. In the following sentences the is used in this way:

Mrs Brown gave birth to a boy and the boy was called John.

I was asked to choose a restaurant and the restaurant I chose was The Olive Tree.

Father bought a new dog and the dog is a Labrador.

The definite article can also be used to identify someone or something as the only one of its kind. In the following sentences the is used in this way:

He is reading the Bible.

Tourists often visit the Tower of London.

He has been declared the new Prime Minister.

The definite article is used to refer to a whole class or group of things or people. In the following sentences the is used in this way:

Lions belong to the big cats.

She really does not like the English.

Because of a long-lasting family feud the Smiths did not speak to the Simpsons at John and Jane’s wedding.

Less commonly, the definite article can be used to indicate the unique quality of someone or something. In this context the is emphasized and is pronounced thee.

In the following sentences the is used in this way:

In the 1960s it was the restaurant to go to in London.

It is currently the city venue for fashionable wedding receptions.

The musical is the show to see this Christmas.

Indefinite article

The form of the indefinite article is either a or an. The form a is used before words that begin with a consonant sound, such as a box, a garden, a road, a star, a wall. The form an is used before words that begin with an initial vowel sound, such as an apple, an egg, an igloo, an ostrich, an uncle.


NB: It’s the sound that counts

It is the sound of the initial letter and not the spelling that counts in this case. Thus, a is used before words beginning with the letter u when these are pronounced as though they began with the consonant y, as in unit. Similarly, an is used before words beginning with the letter h where this is not pronounced, as in an heir, an honest man.

Formerly it was quite common to use an before words which begin with the h sound and also begin with an unstressed syllable, as an hotel, an historic occasion, an habitual criminal, and an hereditary disease. Nowadays, however, it is more usual to use a in these cases, as in a hotel, a historic occasion, a habitual criminal, and a hereditary disease.



The indefinite article can be used in various ways. It can be used in the same way as the adjective one. In the following sentences a/an is used in this way:

The town is exactly a mile away.

We waited an hour for the bus to come.

A year ago we were happy, but things have changed.

The indefinite article is also used to refer to or single out a specific person or thing. In the following sentences a/an is used in this way:

Jim married a girl called Mary from the next village.

The family had a black cat called Sooty.

Sue is going out with a young man called Tom.


NB: Just the one

If you wish to stress that you are referring to just one of something, rather than several, you use the pronunciation ay to rhyme with hay, as in:

I wanted a (ay) cookie, not a packet of them.

It’s OK to have a (ay) drink, but you will certainly not be fit to drive if you have a half bottle of wine.



The indefinite article is also used with an indefinite meaning, in the same way that any is. In the following sentence a/an is used in this way:

He was as big as a house.

An island is a piece of land entirely surrounded by water.

A pediatrician is a doctor who specializes in children’s illnesses.

The indefinite article is also used in the following way:

The grapes are $3 a kilo.

The gardener will charge you $12 an hour.

The cake is $2 a slice.


NB: Zero article

The absence of both the definite and the indefinite articles is sometimes referred to as zero article. The following sentences contain examples of this:

We went by train.

He is in hospital.

Have you had lunch?

She’s at work.



Demonstrative determiners

Formerly known as demonstrative adjectives, demonstrative determiners are used to point out or indicate the nouns which they qualify. The demonstrative determiners are this, that, these and those, as in:

this book, that house, these flowers, those girls.

In the following sentences the underlined words are examples of demonstrative determiners:

This cake is absolutely delicious.

I do admire those flowers.

I used to live in that house.

These students are all taking the exam.

I love this dress, but I can’t afford it.

Who is that man over there?

Why are those people laughing at us?

These trees are huge.

Those red grapes are delicious.

These green grapes are sour.

Possessive determiners

When you wish to indicate that something belongs to someone or something or that it is connected in some way with someone or something you use the possessive determiners my, our, your, his/her/its, their. Formerly, possessive determiners were commonly known as possessive adjectives. In the following sentences the underlined words are possessive determiners:

I would like my book back, please.

Where are your children?

Dad let me borrow his car.

He was brushing his teeth.

She looks very like her mother.

Unfortunately, the dog broke its leg in the accident.

The children loved their new bikes.

See possessive pronouns under personal pronouns on here.

Indefinite determiners

The indefinite determiners, also called general determiners, are used to qualify nouns or pronouns when you are talking about people or things in a general or indefinite way, without identifying them.

The indefinite or general determiners include all, any, both, each, either, every, few, little, less, many, much, more, neither, no, several, some and neither. The underlined words in the following sentences are indefinite or general determiners:

Any room in the hotel will do.

Both students are to blame.

Neither house is really suitable.

Either bus will take you to the village.

Every car has been damaged.

Many books were destroyed in the fire.

Few patients have survived such an operation.

No facts are known yet.

Some gardens are beautifully kept.

Little information has been released.

We have enough children to start a new class.

Number determiners

Numbers when they are used before a noun are sometimes as classified as determiners, and sometimes as adjectives. Numbers such as one, two, ten, twenty, etc are called cardinal numbers, while numbers such as first, second, tenth, twentieth, etc are called ordinal numbers. In the following sentences the underlined words are cardinal numbers:

There are seven people in the house.

More than sixty soldiers died in the battle.

There are five hundred and fifty pupils in the school.

In the following sentences the underlined words are ordinal numbers:

This is the third time he’s been in prison.

This is the little girl’s fourth birthday.

They’re celebrating their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.

Verbs

In simple terms the verb is known as a doing word—you might have been told this in primary school. In many ways this description is an oversimplification and unduly restrictive since it tends to overlook the fact that, although many verbs do express action, many simply indicate a condition or state. The description also precludes auxiliary verbs, modal verbs, etc. Nevertheless, the verb is usually the word in a sentence that is most concerned with the action and it is usually essential to the structure of a sentence. The verb is usually the most important part of the predicate (see here). Verbs have a number of functions. In particular, verbs indicate tense, voice, mood, number and person.

Verbs are classified as regular verbs and irregular verbs.

REGULAR VERBS

Most verbs are regular verbs, occasionally known as weak verbs. They are described as regular because they obey certain rules, especially regarding the forming of tenses.

1. They add the ending -s to the base or infinitive form of verbs such as

walk, play, look

to form the third person singular of the present tense, as in

he walks, it plays, she looks

while the rest of the present tense is formed by using just the base or infinitive form, as in

I walk, you play, they look.

2. The present participle of regular verbs is formed by adding the ending -ing to the base or infinitive form, as in walking, playing or looking. If the base form ends in -e the e is usually omitted before the -ing ending is added, as in:

hating, loving, loathing.

3. They add the ending -ed to the base, or the ending -d if the base form already ends in -e, to form the past tense. This applies to all persons, as in:

she laughed

I walked

you killed

he worked

she loved

they hated.

In the following sentences the underlined words all form examples of regular verbs:

You rarely smile.

She walked slowly.

You all seemed so sad.

We laugh a lot.

They look happy.

He plays tennis.

She reads crime fiction.

She is looking pale.

Loving her as he did, he was distraught at her death.

She loathed her boss.

IRREGULAR VERBS

Irregular verbs do not obey the rules which apply to regular verbs. In particular, they deviate from the pattern of adding -ed or -d to the infinitive form to make the past tense and past participle forms.

Irregular verbs fall into several categories when it comes to forming the past tense and past participle forms.

Categories of irregular verbs

1. One category concerns all those verbs which have the same form as the infinitive form in both the past tense and past participle forms, as in the following examples:

to cut

I cut my hand yesterday.

I have cut myself.

to burst

The river burst its banks.

The child has burst the balloon.

The following verbs are included in this category:









	infinitive
	past tense
	past participle





	bet
	bet
	bet



	burst
	burst
	burst



	cast
	cast
	cast



	cost
	cost
	cost



	cut
	cut
	cut



	hit
	hit
	hit



	hurt
	hurt
	hurt



	put
	put
	put



	set
	set
	set



	shut
	shut
	shut



	split
	split
	split



	spread
	spread
	spread





2. Another category includes all those irregular verbs which have two past tenses and two past participles, the past tenses having the same forms as the past participles, as in the following example:

to spoil

I spoiled/spoilt the soup by adding too much salt

We have spoiled/have spoilt our grandchildren.

The following verbs are included in this category:









	infinitive
	past tense
	past participle





	burn
	burned/burnt
	burned/burnt



	dream
	dreamed/dreamt
	dreamed/dreamt



	dwell
	dwelled/dwelt
	dwelled/dwelt



	hang
	hanged/hung
	hanged/hung



	kneel
	kneeled/knelt
	kneeled/knelt



	lean
	leaned/leant
	leaned/leant



	leap
	leaped/leapt
	leaped/leapt



	learn
	learned/learnt
	learned/learnt



	light
	lighted/lit
	lighted/lit



	smell
	smelled/smelt
	smelled/smelt



	speed
	speeded/sped
	speeded/sped



	spill
	spilled/spilt
	spilled/spilt



	spoil
	spoiled/spoilt
	spoiled/spoilt



	weave
	weaved/woven
	weaved/woven



	wet
	wetted/wet
	wetted/wet





3. Another category includes those irregular verbs which have past tenses that never end in -ed and have the same form as that of the past participles, as in the following example:

to build

She built a huge sandcastle.

My neighbors have built a large shed in their garden.

The following verbs are included in this category:









	infinitive
	past tense
	past participle





	bend
	bent
	bent



	build
	built
	built



	dig
	dug
	dug



	feel
	felt
	felt



	fight
	fought
	fought



	find
	found
	found



	get
	got
	got



	hear
	heard
	heard



	hold
	held
	held



	keep
	kept
	kept



	lay
	laid
	laid



	lead
	led
	led



	leave
	left
	left



	lend
	lent
	lent



	loose
	lost
	lost



	make
	made
	made



	mean
	meant
	meant



	meet
	met
	met



	pay
	paid
	paid



	say
	said
	said



	sell
	sold
	sold



	send
	sent
	sent



	shine
	shone
	shone



	sit
	sat
	sat



	sleep
	slept
	slept



	spend
	spent
	spent



	stand
	stood
	stood



	stick
	stuck
	stuck



	strike
	struck
	struck



	swing
	swung
	swung



	teach
	taught
	taught



	tell
	told
	told



	think
	thought
	thought



	understand
	understood
	understood



	weep
	wept
	wept



	win
	won
	won





4. Another category includes irregular verbs which have regular past forms ending in -ed or -d and two possible past participles, one of which is regular and the same as the past tense, as in the following example:

to show

I showed her my bruise.

They have showed/have shown great interest in the project.

The following verbs are included in this category:









	infinitive
	past tense
	past participle





	mow
	mowed
	mowed/mown



	prove
	proved
	proved/proven



	sew
	sewed
	sewed/sewn



	show
	showed
	showed/shown



	sow
	sowed
	sowed/sown



	swell
	swelled
	swelled/swollen





5. Another category includes irregular verbs which have past tenses and past participles which are different from each other and different from the infinitive, as in the following example:

to begin

The horse began to eat the grass.

At last, the girl has begun to do her homework.

Some common verbs in this category are included in the following list:









	infinitive
	past tense
	past participle





	bear
	bore
	borne



	begin
	began
	begun



	bite
	bit
	bitten



	blow
	blown
	blew



	break
	broke
	broken



	choose
	chose
	chosen



	do
	did
	done



	draw
	drew
	drawn



	drink
	drank
	drunk



	drive
	drove
	driven



	eat
	ate
	eaten



	fall
	fell
	fallen



	fly
	flew
	flown



	forbid
	forbade
	forbidden



	forgive
	forgave
	forgiven



	forget
	forgot
	forgotten



	freeze
	froze
	frozen



	give
	gave
	given



	grow
	grew
	grown



	hide
	hid
	hidden



	know
	knew
	known



	lie
	lay
	lain



	ride
	rode
	ridden



	rise
	rose
	risen



	ring
	rang
	rung



	see
	saw
	seen



	shake
	shook
	shaken



	shrink
	shrank
	shrunk



	speak
	spoke
	spoken



	steal
	stole
	stolen



	swear
	swore
	sworn



	swim
	swam
	swum



	take
	took
	taken



	tear
	tore
	torn



	throw
	threw
	thrown



	wake
	woke
	woken



	wear
	wore
	worn



	write
	wrote
	written





TENSE

One of the most important functions of the verb is to indicate the time at which an action takes place, whether someone or something is doing something, was doing something or will do something. This is expressed by tense and in many languages this is marked by inflection or a change in the form of a word. In English, tense is marked by inflection only in the present tense and the past tense. Thus, in the case of the verb to walk, the third person singular masculine of the present tense is he walks and the third person singular masculine of the past tense is he walked.

There are several tenses in English. The major ones are present tense, past tense and future tense, but there are other categories relating to these.

Present tense

The present tense indicates an action now going on or a state now existing. It uses the base form, also known as the infinitive form, of the verb, as in walk, run, make, go, but it changes in the third person singular when it adds -s to the base form, sometimes with a spelling change, as in walks, runs, makes, goes.

There are two forms of the present tense, the simple present tense and the continuous present tense.

Simple present tense

The simple present tense is used to indicate an action that is currently going on. In the following sentences the underlined words are all verbs in the simple present tense:

He works in the city.

She lives by the sea.

I want some food.

My head hurts.

He is an excellent chef.

The simple present tense is also used to indicate something that is always or generally true. In the following sentences the underlined words are all verbs in the simple present tense:

The world is round.

Three and three make six.

Oil floats on water.

Thin glass breaks easily.

Tigers are carnivorous.

Milk goes sour quickly in heat.

The simple present tense is also used to indicate an action that is regular or habitual. In the following sentences the underlined words are all verbs in the simple present tense:

I rise at seven.

He drinks whisky.

I work on Saturdays.

He drives a red sports car.

They walk to work.

The simple present tense is also used with some adverbs or adverbials of time to refer to a time in the future. In the following sentences the underlined words are verbs in the simple present tense referring to the future:

We arrive at midnight.

They leave early.

The holidays start tomorrow.

I move next month.

The match begins in an hour.

Continuous present tense

The continuous present tense, also called the progressive present tense, is used when you are talking about something that is happening at the very moment when you are speaking or when you are referring to an action continuing over a period of time, including the present, and not complete at the time when you are referring to it. This tense is formed using the present tense of the verb to be, is and are, and the present participle, ending in -ing (see here), of the main verb. It frequently occurs in a contracted form, such as I’m for I am, you’re for you are, aren’t for are not etc. In the following sentences the underlined words are verbs in the continuous present tense:

We are having a picnic.

I am studying the report.

She is feeling very nervous.

They are laughing loudly.

I’m driving home.

They aren’t trying.

We’re climbing the hill.

She’s spending Christmas here.

The standard of work is improving.

The child is developing normally.

We are staying in a hotel in the center of town.

I believe you are studying English at the local university.

The continuous present tense is also used with some adverbs or adverbials of time to refer to a time in the future. In the following sentences the underlined words are verbs in the continuous present tense:

We are having a meeting next week.

He’s leaving next month.

I’m traveling tomorrow.

She’s graduating next summer.

Past tense

The past tense refers to an action that has taken place before the present time. In the case of regular verbs (see here) it is formed by adding -ed to the base or infinitive form of the verb, as in walked, looked, started, failed. For the past tense of irregular verbs see here.

There are two forms of the past tense, the simple past tense and the continous past tense.

Simple past tense

The simple past tense is used to refer to an event or state that occurred at some point in the past. In the following sentences the underlined words are verbs in the simple past tense:

The car crashed into the van.

I cracked the vase.

The child climbed the tree.

The mother rocked the cradle.

She loved him very much.

They hated each other.

She drowned in the river.

They drew their swords.

We slept on the beach.

She chose a simple wedding dress.

He stole a car.

I heard a strange noise.

In time she forgave him.

The dog stood by the gate.

The bells rang out.

He swore that he would be faithful.

It made a huge difference to their lifestyle.

The simple past tense is also used to indicate a regular or repeated action in the past, as in the following sentences:

They worked night shift.

The children attended the local primary school.

The policeman walked the beat nightly.

When I was a child we lived in the city.

People drank very little alcohol in those days.

The sun always shone when we were there.

As children we rode our ponies in the lanes around the village.

Continuous past tense

The continuous past tense, also called the progressive past tense and the imperfect tense, is used to refer to a continuing action that happened in the past and is probably now complete. This tense is formed by using the past tense of the verb to be, was and were, and the present participle, ending in -ing, of the main verb, as in:

We were living in the area at the time.

In the following sentences the words underlined form the continuous past tense of a verb:

We were studying at university then.

You were building your house that year.

They were painting the kitchen yesterday.

He was running in the marathon last week.

She was serving in the bar last night.

The continuous past tense is also used to refer to an event in the past that occurred during the course of another event. In the following sentences the words underlined are used to form the continuous past tense of the verb:

They were walking along the road when the car hit them.

I was running down the hill when I tripped and fell.

You were risking your lives when you did that.

We were driving home when the accident happened.

Perfect tense

The perfect tense has two forms, namely the present perfect tense and the past perfect tense.

Present perfect tense

The present perfect tense is another tense which refers to the past. It is formed using the present tense of the verb to have and the past participle of the main verb (see here and here and irregular verbs on here), as in:

I have looked everywhere for it.

The present perfect tense is used to refer to an action that began in the past but continues into the present time or to refer to an action in the past which has results continuing to the present. In the following sentences the underlined words form the present perfect tense:

He has lived in France for over thirty years.

Floods have destroyed thousands of books in the warehouse.

I have made your favorite dessert.

You have ruined this carpet by spilling wine on it.

It has lasted well, but now needs replaced.

We have thought a great deal about this.

They have traveled throughout Britain.

Age has changed him rather a lot.

Continuous present perfect tense

The present perfect tense also exists in a continuous or progressive form indicating an action in the past that is still going on. In the following sentences the underlined words are examples of the continuous present perfect tense:

I have been living abroad for many years now.

We have been thinking of buying a new house.

They have been studying the results carefully.

Our projects have been developing quite slowly because of lack of funding.

You have been staring out of the window for hours.

Past perfect tense

The past perfect tense, also known as the pluperfect tense, also refers to the past. It is formed using the past tense of the verb to have and the past participle of the main verb (see here and here and irregular verbs on here), as in:

We had discussed the matter in detail.

The past perfect tense is used to refer to a past action that took place at an earlier time than another action, there sometimes being a causal link between the events, as in:

She went round to see him after she had received his message.

It is also used to refer to an action that continues right up to, or relates to, a single point in the past, as in:

By the end of the year the project had been abandoned.

In the following sentences the underlined words form examples of the past perfect tense:

By evening it was obvious that he had decided not to come.

His condition had deteriorated since I last saw him.

We had known each other for several years before we became partners.

By then we had climbed to the summit.

I had expected to see him there.

Continous past perfect tense

The past perfect tense also exists in a continuous or progressive form. In the following sentences the underlined words are examples of the continuous past perfect tense:

We had been working on the project for three months by then.

They had been hoping that we would fail.

It was clear that she had been contemplating leaving.

You had obviously been thinking of emigrating, although you did not.

Future tense

The future tense describes an action or state that will occur at some point in the future. The future tense is formed by using will or shall with the infinitive form of the main verb. It is used to predict or say what is likely to happen in the future, as in:

Work will begin next week.

Traditional grammar

According to traditional grammar rules shall should be used with I and we and will with you, he/she/it and they, as in the following sentences:

We shall arrive in time for tea.

I shall take the bus to work today.

You will find fresh milk in the fridge.

He will give you the book tomorrow.

She will act as a temporary secretary.

It will certainly spoil things.

They will be punished for this.

Again according to traditional rules, this order is reversed for emphasis and will is then used with I and we and shall with we you, he/she/it and they, as in the following sentences:

I will succeed at this, believe me.

We will have the house of our dreams one day.

You shall get the dress you want if I have anything to do with it.

He shall be punished for this, if there’s any justice.

My daughter shall have the wedding she dreams of.

They shall be made to pay for this, I assure you.

Modern usage

In modern usage things have changed and, increasingly, will is the preferred form in most modern contexts, in all but the most formal, whether these be spoken or written contexts.

The only exception to this is the use of shall with I and we when questions are being asked, and, even then, this is usually in a fairly formal context, as in the following questions:

Shall we proceed?

Shall I go on?

Shall we postpone the meeting until next week?

Shall I reserve a room for you?

In the following sentences the underlined words are used to form the future tense as it is found in modern usage:

I will have to leave now.

We will get the next bus.

You will require to give references.

He will see you now.

She will be accused of murder.

It will take a miracle.

They will do anything you want.

Shall I send you an application form?

Shall we meet at the same time tomorrow?

Other ways of referring to the future

Be about to, or be going to, do something

You can also use be about to or be going to with the infinitive form of the main verb to refer to the future. In the following sentences the underlined words refer to the future:

I am going to see her today.

You are about to discover what happened.

They are going to experience danger.

Things are about to improve.

Continuous future tense

The continuous future tense is used to refer to a future action. It is formed by using will be or shall be followed by the present participle of the main verb, often in a contracted form, as in:

I will be working late tonight and

I’ll be announcing the date of the exam tomorrow.

The continuous future tense is used to describe an action that will, or is likely to, take place in the future, but emphasizing that the action will go on over a period of time or refers to events that have been planned or arranged for the future. In the following sentences the underlined words form the continuous future tense:

They will be changing the computer system tomorrow.

He will be reporting the matter to the police.

The bus will be changing routes from tomorrow.

You will be hearing from my solicitors.

We will be stopping halfway on the journey to the city.

Future perfect tense

The future perfect tense is formed by using will have or shall have followed by the past participle of the main verb. It is used to predict that a future action will be completed by a particular time or to make deductions, as in the following example:

The decorators will have finished the room by this evening.

In the following sentences the underlined words form examples of the future perfect tense:

They will have reached home by tomorrow night.

You will have realized by now that I am quite serious.

Shops will have started their sales by next week.

Doubtless she will have regretted her decision by tomorrow morning.

Future perfect continuous tense

The future perfect continuous tense is formed by using will have been followed by the present participle of the main verb. It is used to refer to an action that will have been completed at a point in the future, emphasizing that the action will have been continuing over a period of time.

In the following sentences the underlined words form examples of the future perfect continuous tense:

Many people will have been saving for years for this trip.

Students will have been studying this text for weeks without realizing that it is the wrong one.

We will have been traveling for two years by the summer.

MOOD

Mood is one of the categories into which verbs are divided. These moods are called the indicative mood, the imperative mood and the subjunctive mood. The word mood in this sense acquired its meaning because it was said to show the attitude or viewpoint that a particular verb indicated.

Indicative mood

The indicative mood of a verb is used to make a factual statement, as in:

They have three children.

In the following sentences the underlined words are verbs in the indicative mood:

The parking restrictions apply on working days.

It snowed last night.

The plane leaves at 7 a.m.

I start my new job tomorrow.

The play at the Lyceum is very good.

We give generous discounts to members of staff.

We are losing money on this venture.

Imperative mood

The imperative mood of a verb is used to give orders or instructions or to make a request, as in the following orders:

Be quiet!

Shut the door behind you.

Take care!

Bring us a copy of the menu, please.

Subjunctive mood

The subjunctive mood was originally a term in Latin grammar where it was used to express a wish, supposition, doubt, improbability or other non-factual statement. The subjunctive mood in English is used to express hypothetical statements. In the sentence that follows the underlined verb is in the subjunctive mood:

If I were you I would forget all about it.

The subjunctive mood is also used in certain formal clauses beginning with that, as in the following sentence:

I demand that she pay me in full immediately.

It is also used in certain fixed expressions, such as

So be it!

In the following sentences the words underlined form examples of the subjunctive mood:

If he were to go down on bended knee I would forgive him.

If I were you I would leave now.

I insist that he apologize immediately.

God save the Queen!

I suggest that he be told of our decision right away.


NB: Modern use of the subjunctive mood

The subjunctive mood can sound rather stilted in modern usage and many people either ignore it, perhaps being ignorant of its true use, or else choose to avoid it.

For example:

I insist that he apologizes immediately.

instead of

I insist that he apologize immediately.

is considered quite acceptable, especially in all but the most formal contexts.



VOICE

Voice with reference to verbs has nothing to do with the voice that makes sounds. Instead, it denotes two ways of looking at the action of the verb. Transitive verbs (see here), verbs which take an object (see here), can either be in the active voice or the passive voice.

Active voice

In the case of sentences using the active voice of the verb, the subject (see page19) performs the action described by the verb.

Thus, in the sentence

The boy threw the ball.

the verb threw is in the active voice because the subject of the sentence The boy is performing the action of throwing.

Similarly, in the sentence

She is driving the car too fast.

the verb is driving is in the active voice because the subject of the sentence She is performing the action of driving.

In the following sentences the underlined words form examples of verbs in the active voice:

Rain spoiled the day.

He found the solution.

Dad dug the garden.

I lost the ring.

A thief stole the purse.

Passive voice

In the case of sentences using the passive voice of the verb the subject is the recipient of the action of the verbs.

Thus, in the sentence

The ball was thrown by the boy.

the verb was thrown is in the passive voice because the subject of the sentence The ball is having the action of throwing performed on it.

Similarly, in the sentence

The car was being driven too fast by her.

the verb was being driven is in the passive voice because the subject of the sentence The car is having the action of driving performed on it.

In the following sentences the underlined words form examples of verbs in the passive voice:

He was fatally wounded.

A woman was found dead.

The car was badly damaged in the crash.

We were devastated by the news.

It is known that some of the injured have since died.

As you will see from the examples given in Active voice and Passive voice above, it is often quite easy to convert active form to passive form and vice versa.

Verbs in the active voice are much more commonly used in English than verbs in the passive voice. Overuse of the passive voice can sound rather formal and unnatural and it can make sentences sound unnecessarily complicated.

However, it should not be avoided altogether. For example, it is a useful construction when it is not yet known who carried out the action of the verb, as in:

A young man has been murdered.

It is also useful, especially to people such as journalists, in sentences such as

It is believed that such conditions may occur again

where it is not known whose opinion is being given—however, this habit of generalisation should not be overdone. Also, the passive construction is often used in pieces of scientific or other specialist writing where the question of who exactly is performing the action of a verb is not important, as in:

A sample of the bacterium is being tested under lab conditions.

TRANSITIVE AND INTRANSITIVE VERBS

We have seen above that it is only transitive verbs which are affected by voice. Transitive verbs are verbs which can take a direct object (see here).

Thus, in the sentence

The men love their children.

the noun children is a direct object and the verb love is transitive.

Similarly, in the sentence

The children like jelly.

the noun jelly is a direct object and the verb like is transitive.

On the other hand, in the sentence

Snow fell yesterday.

the verb fell ( fall) is intransitive because it does not take an object.

Similarly, in the sentence

The situation improved.

the verb improved (improve) is intransitive.

Many verbs can be either transitive or intransitive according to context.

Thus, in the sentence

They both play the piano.

the verb play is transitive,

while in the sentence

The children play on the beach every day.

the verb play is intransitive.

Similarly, in the sentence

They climb the highest mountains.

the verb climb is transitive,

while in the sentence

The paths climb steeply.

the verb climb is intransitive.

In the following sentences the underlined words form a transitive verb:

We know the truth.

They hate the climate here.

I chose the blue curtains.

You will adore him.

She crossed the street.

We are painting the house.

They dig the garden at weekends.

We appreciate the gesture.

They welcome the praise.

The doctor cured him.

They drink red wine.

She is picking flowers.

In the following sentences the underlined words form an intransitive verb:

A figure appeared.

She blushes easily.

These plants grow rapidly.

We failed.

They work hard.

He died yesterday.

He talks constantly.

Things are going badly.

I walk with difficulty.

They ran away.

She is sleeping.

LINKING VERBS

A linking verb, also called a copula or copular verb, is a verb that links a subject with its complement. Unlike other verbs, linking verbs do not denote an action but indicate a state. The most common linking verb is be, as in:

He is a fool.

Other linking verbs include become, seem, appear, look, as in:

You seemed rather an anxious person.

and

He looks a new man.

In the following sentences the underlined words form linking verbs:

He appears quite calm.

She appears a very competent young woman.

Mary looks quite exhausted.

It looks just what we want.

Jim became a famous writer.

I feel a different person after my holiday.

I feel unwell.

PRIMARY AUXILIARY VERBS

An auxiliary verb is a verb that is used with a main verb to form certain tenses and to form a negative or question and to form the passive voice. The main auxiliary verbs are be, have and do. These are also known as primary auxiliary verbs and all three can also be used as main verbs, as in the following sentences:

The house is very old.

I have a book.

I do a lot of work in the garden.

The verb be is used as an auxiliary verb with the -ing of the main verb to form the continuous present tense (see here), as in the following sentences:

We are thinking of moving house

She is attending school.

The verb be is used with the past participle (see here) of the main verb to form the passive voice (see here), as in the following sentences:

The car was parked here

Her hands were covered in blood.

The verb have is used as an auxiliary verb with the past participle of the main verb to form the present perfect tense and the past perfect tense (see here and here) as in the following sentences:

We have opened the box.

I had assumed that the two of you were old friends.

The verb be is used as an auxiliary verb with the main verb to form negative sentences, as in the following sentences:

She is not accepting the job.

The work is not finished yet.

The verb do is also used as an auxiliary verb with the main verb to form negative sentences, as in the following sentences:

I do not believe you.

She did not love him.

The verb do is also used as an auxiliary verb with the main verb to form questions, as in the following sentences:

Do they still live here?

Did they go by bus?

The verb do is also used as an auxiliary verb with the main verb to emphasize the main verb, as in the following sentences:

The bus does stop here, I’m sure.

The shop does open on Sundays.

In the following sentences the underlined words form primary auxiliary verbs:

He does still love her, he says.

Does the bus stop here?

She doesn’t work here now.

The scheme is not operating yet.

We have rejected the idea.

I had somehow got the idea that you were related to him.

MODAL AUXILIARY VERBS

A modal auxiliary verb is a verb that is used with a main verb to help it express a wide range of meanings including possibility, probability, ability, permission, prediction, obligation, suggestions, requests, invitations, offers, promises etc. The main modal auxiliary verbs are can, could, may, might, will, shall, would, should, must, ought to.

Modal auxiliary verbs, unlike primary auxiliary verbs, cannot be used as main verbs, having only one form. In the following sentences the underlined words all form examples of modal auxiliary verbs:

The child can ride a bike.

She could stay there if she wanted to.

You may borrow the car if you return it by lunchtime.

We may be in time for the 5 o’clock train.

He might still have the receipt for the book.

We should get there before nightfall.

Those who make fraudulent claims shall be prosecuted.

Will you have some more tea?

Would you take a seat over there, please?

You may prefer to come back another time.

You might prefer to pay by credit card.

Can you post this letter for me?

Could you give her a message?

You must leave at once.

They ought to pay for the damage.

You could endanger your life by such an action.

CONCORD

Concord or verb agreement refers to the fact that a verb must agree with the subject in number. In other words a singular subject must be accompanied by a singular verb, as in:

The boy loves chocolate.

A plural subject must be accompanied by a plural verb, as in:

The boys love chocolate.

Concord is not a big issue in English since verbs in English generally have the same form, irrespective of number, apart from the change of form in the third person singular of the present tense when -s or -es is added to the base form.

A difficulty arises when a subject takes the form of a singular noun linked to a plural noun by of, as in:

A number of problems.

It is grammatically correct to use a singular verb here, as in:

A number of problems has arisen.

but it is common in modern usage to have the verb agreeing with the plural noun because it is nearest to it, this sounding more natural, as in:

A number of problems have arisen.

Sometimes it depends on whether the writer or speaker wishes to emphasize the unity of the group of things or people referred to, or whether the individual components are to be emphasized. So, in the sentence,

A collection of his paintings is to be displayed at the town hall.

the verb is singular because the paintings are being regarded as a single entity. However, in the sentence,

A collection of miscellaneous valuable objects were found in the thief’s house.

the verb is in the plural form because the emphasis is on the number of individual objects. This duality of singular and plural verbs also arises with regard to some collective nouns (see here). So, in the sentence,

The family is what matters most to her.

the verb is singular, whereas in the sentence,

The family are coming from all parts of the world to be home for Christmas.

the verb is plural.

PARTS OF THE VERB

The infinitive

The infinitive, or base, is the form of a verb when used without any indication of person, number or tense. There are two forms of the infinitive. One is the to infinitive form, as in:

They wished to leave.

The child has nothing to do.

The other form of the infinitive, without to, is sometimes called the base infinitive. This form consists of the base form of the verb without to, as in:

We saw him fall.

She watched him go.


NB: The split infinitive

The split infinitive is an infinitive that has had another word in the form of an adverb placed between itself and to, as in:

to rudely push

to quietly accept



This was once considered a bad grammatical error but the split infinitive is becoming acceptable in modern usage. In any case, it sometimes makes for a clumsy sentence if you slavishly follows the correct form.

Participles

There are two forms of participle. One is the present participle which is formed by adding the ending -ing to the base or infinitive form, as in going. If the base form ends in -e, the -e is usually removed before the -ing ending is added, as in making.

The other form is the past participle which is formed by adding the ending -ed to the base or infinitive form.

Present participle

The present participle is used with parts of the verb be to form the continuous present tense (see here) and other continuous tenses, as in:

I am waiting.

She was watching.

The present participle can also function as an adjective, positioned next to the noun which it modifies. In the following phrases the underlined word is a present participle functioning as an adjective:

no running water

the sinking ship

the protesting crowd

the whispering onlookers

the crumbling sea wall

a disappearing way of life

a fading memory

the driving rain.

The present participle can also functions as a noun (see Verbal noun on here). The present participle is also used in participial phrases (see here).

Past participle

In regular verbs (see here) the past participle has the same form as the past tense. In the case of irregular verbs (see here)the past participle is formed in different ways.

The past participle is used with parts of the verb have to form the present perfect tense (see here) and other perfect tenses.

The past participle is also used in participial phrases (see here).

Adverbs, Prepositions and Conjunctions

ADVERBS

The main function of an adverb is to give more information about a verb. An adverb is said to modify a verb because it limits the word it describes in some way. Thus, modifying the verb walk with the adverb quickly means that we know that we are concentrating on walking quickly and that we can forget about walking in any other way. Adverbs can also modify other adverbs, as in extremely suddenly; adjectives, as in gravely ill; prepositions, as in just after dinner; and conjunctions as in exactly what he said.

An adverb is usually a single word. When a group of words performs the same function as an adverb it is known as an adverbial phrase or adverbial (see here).

There are several types of adverb, namely adverbs of time, frequency, duration, place, manner, degree, emphasis and interrogative adverbs.

Adverbs of time

Adverbs of time indicate when something has happened. They include words such as then, now, afterwards, before, later. In the following sentences the underlined words are adverbs of time.

I’ll see you soon.

They haven’t seen him lately.

It was her birthday today.

I wasn’t married then.

We’d never met before.

Afterwards we had afternoon tea.

Adverbs of frequency

Adverbs of frequency indicate how frequently something happens. They include words such as often, always, never and seldom. In the following sentences, the underlined words are adverbs of frequency:

It always snowed at Christmas there.

We rarely meet these days.

He never drinks alcohol.

She is forever criticizing him.

We play tennis together regularly.

The patient is being monitored constantly.

We usually have dinner at 8 p.m.

Adverbs of duration

Adverbs of duration indicate how long something lasts or occurs. They include words such as always, briefly, permanently, indefinitely. In the following sentences the underlined words are adverbs of duration:

She is living with her grandmother temporarily.

He has been suspended from his job indefinitely.

I haven’t known her long.

We will stay here overnight.

She’s always lived here.

They stopped briefly to fill the car with gas.

Adverbs of place

Adverbs of place are used to indicate where something happens or takes place. They include such words as here, there, near, downstairs and indoors. In the following sentences the underlined words are adverbs of place:

He has gone overseas.

They live nearby.

She went inside.

He walked alongside.

They are traveling northward.

We waded ashore.

The child doesn’t live here.

He held the banner aloft.

We met midway.

Adverbs of manner

Adverbs of manner indicate how something happens or the circumstances in which something happens. They are frequently formed by adding -ly to an adjective and they include carefully, easily, hurriedly, plainly, quickly, safely, suddenly, willingly. A few of them end in -wise, -ways or -wards. In the following sentences the underlined words are adverbs of manner:

She was neatly dressed.

He smiled vaguely.

They spoke eloquently.

I behaved foolishly.

He lives dangerously.

We waited patiently.

You are needed urgently.

She laughed excitedly.

They filmed him secretly.

I met him accidentally.

She acted independently.

He moved sideways.

Adverbs of degree

Adverbs of degree are used to indicate the degree to which an action is performed or the degree to which an action is performed. Many of them are formed by adding -ly to an adjective and they include fairly, moderately, remarkably, very and partly. In the following sentences the underlined words are adverbs of degree:

I enjoyed the film immensely.

I was tremendously pleased by the unexpected gift.

She was hugely impressed by the efforts of the children.

She was unbelievably beautiful.

They were only moderately enthusiastic about the project.

She was slightly hurt by the remark.

They were partly responsible for the error.

Her father was a supremely successful businessman.

They largely ignored us.

The village was virtually destroyed by the storms.

The child almost drowned.

I was enormously encouraged by their praise.

Adverbs of emphasis

A small group of adverbs of degree are known as adverbs of emphasis. These are formed from emphatic adjectives and include absolutely, entirely, really, utterly and positively. In the following sentences the underlined words are adverbs of emphasis:

We totally disagree with you.

I was utterly devastated by the news.

I quite agree.

She positively adores him.

He really loathes his job.

She completely broke down and wept uncontrollably.

Interrogative adverbs

Interrogative adverbs are among the wh-words which are used to ask wh-questions (see here) and include when, where, how and why. In the following sentences the underlined words are interrogative adverbs:

When did you last see him?

Where was the money hidden?

How are you feeling?

Why was he killed?

PREPOSITIONS

A preposition is used to show the relationship, such as time or place, between a noun or pronoun and the rest of a sentence, clause or phrase. The preposition usually comes before the noun it refers to or governs. There are two types of preposition: simple prepositions and complex prepositions.

Simple prepositions

Simple prepositions are often very short words, such as at, by, in, of, off, on, to and up, but also include such words as among, before, behind, during and through. In the following sentences the underlined words are all simple prepositions:

The cakes are on the table.

The cat is up the tree.

She sleeps during the day.

They left before dawn.

We arrived after dinner.

I will stay there for three weeks.

He is a young man of great talent.

She carried a bag with a black handle.

I will go with them.

He was sacked for theft.

I paid by cash.

We had to leave without Mary.

They were against the scheme.

Complex prepositions

Complex prepositions consist of two or three words. These include ahead of, because of, instead of, on account of, by means of and on behalf of. In the following sentences the underlined words form complex prepositions:

She attended the conference in spite of illness.

He had to retire on account of his age.

They are not rich in terms of money.

They have a dog in addition to the three cats.

CONJUNCTIONS

A conjunction is a linking word used to join words, word groups or clauses (see here). There are two types of conjunction: coordinating conjunctions and subordinating conjunctions.

Coordinating conjunctions

Coordinating conjunctions are conjunctions which join elements which are of equal status. These units may be words, word groups or main clauses. Coordinating conjunctions include and, but, or and yet. They also occur in pairs, often for emphasis, as in both ... and, either .... or, and neither .... nor. In the following sentences the underlined words are coordinating conjunctions which link words:

The women and children left the sinking ship first.

She’s an artist and a writer.

He was wearing a hat and gloves.

He is an intelligent and enthusiastic young man.

It was a difficult and embarrassing problem.

The firm was being run efficiently and economically.

He was tall, dark and handsome.

She was poor but happy.

It was a small but comfortable house.

She was elderly but extremely fit.

They worked slowly but confidently.

You can serve fruit or cheese at the end of the meal.

Did you or your husband witness the crime?

Is that good or bad news?

The teacher was firm yet fair.

She was both pretty and clever.

He is both a coward and a bully.

They are either stupid or naïve.

She is either foolish or deceitful.

They are neither skilled nor experienced.

We have neither sufficient money nor sufficient time to undertake this task.

In the following sentences the underlined words are coordinating conjunctions which link main clauses:

He has asked Anne to marry him and she has accepted.

The students live in Leeds and they travel here every day.

He was born in England, but lives in Australia.

They can stay here or they can go home.

Students can either live in flats or they can live in halls of residence.

Subordinating conjunctions

Subordinating conjunctions are used to link a subordinate clause or dependent clause (see here) to the main clause. Subordinating conjunctions may introduce an adverbial clause (see next two pages), a comparative clause, a relative clause, or a noun clause (see here–here).

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses

Adverbial clauses have a function in a sentence similar to that of an adverb (see here) or an adverbial phrase (see here). They add information about time, place, concession, condition, manner, purpose and result.

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses of time include after, before, since, when, whenever, while, until and as soon as. In the following sentences the underlined word/words form a conjunction introducing an adverbial clause of time:

As soon as the babysitter comes we’ll set off.

I smile whenever I see the child’s happy face.

I’ll wait until your friend comes.

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses of place include where, wherever, everywhere. In the following sentences the underlined word is a conjunction introducing an adverbial clause of place:

I forget where I left the package.

Wherever the actor goes, photographers follow.

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses of purpose include in order (to), to, so as to and so that. In the following sentences the underlined word/words form a conjunction introducing an adverbial clause of purpose:

We left the party early so as to catch the last bus home.

To get there on time we’d have to leave now.

I saved money all year so that I could afford to go on holiday to South Africa.

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses of reason include because, since, as, in case. In the following sentences the underlined word/words form a conjunction introducing an adverbial clause of purpose:

We need to leave very early in case the traffic is very heavy on the motorway.

Because it’s raining heavily we’ll have to cancel the picnic.

Since he committed the crime he should accept the punishment.

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses of result include so that. The words so and that can be separated, so coming before an adjective or adverb in the main clause and that being the first word in the subordinate clause. In the following sentences the underlined word/words form a conjunction introducing an adverbial clause of result:

He hit his opponent so hard that he knocked him out.

He spoke clearly so that everyone heard every word.

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses of condition include unless, if, provided (that), providing and as long as. In the following sentences the underlined word/words form a conjunction introducing an adverbial clause of condition:

I’ll go provided you come with me.

As long as you’re happy, I’m happy to do what you ask.

If he stays, I’m leaving.

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses of manner include as though, as if, as and like. In the following sentences the underlined word/words form a conjunction introducing an adverbial clause of manner:

He walked as though he were in pain.

She smiled broadly as if she were very happy.

Subordinating conjunctions introducing adverbial clauses of concession include although, though, even though, whereas, while and whilst. In the following sentences the underlined word/words form a conjunction introducing an adverbial clause of manner:

She still loves him although he treated her badly.

Even though I dislike him personally, I admire his work.

While Mary is an excellent cook, neither of her sisters can even boil an egg.


PUNCTUATION

Punctuation Marks

Punctuation is the use of certain established marks (punctuation marks) or symbols within a piece of written text. Punctuation prevents a piece of text from being just a string of words by breaking up the string of words into meaningful units and by making the text more fluent. Basically, punctuation marks can be seen as symbols which are used to separate and join units of language into a cohesive text. Modern writers tend to punctuate much more lightly than their older counterparts did. This goes hand in hand with the modern tendency to use less formal language and a plainer style. However, the importance of punctuation, even in these less formal modern times, should not be underestimated. Appropriate punctuation creates order in what might otherwise be a piece of linguistic confusion.

FULL STOP

The full stop, also called period, is a punctuation mark consisting of a small dot (.). It is one of the most important punctuation marks, and the most emphatic, because its main function is to mark the end of a sentence and so separate one sentence from another. Only sentences that are either questions or exclamations (see here and here respectively) do not end in a full stop. Instead, they end respectively in a question mark or an exclamation mark. The following are examples of sentences ending in a full stop:

The children behaved very well.

They are getting married next week.

The car broke down.

I went by bus.

The full stop and abbreviations

The full stop has another function. It is used with certain types of abbreviation, although the modern tendency, particularly in British English, is to use full stops with abbreviations far less than was formerly the case. For example, abbreviations involving initial capital letters are generally written without full stops, especially in British English, as TUC, BBC, USA. In such cases full stops should definitely not be used if one or some of the initial letters do not belong to a full word, as TV. TV is the abbreviation for television and the letter V is simply the initial letter of the second syllable of the word, not that of a new word.

There are usually no full stops in abbreviations involving the first and last letters of a word (contractions), as Dr, Rd and St, but whether they are used or not can be a matter of taste. The important thing is to be consistent in whether you use full stops or not in such cases. Abbreviations involving the first few letters of a word are the most likely to have full stops, as Feb. for February and Sept. for September.

The full stop in email and website addresses

The full stop is also used in email addresses, as in:

sample.name@metro.ne

info@sampleaddress.co.uk

and in website addresses, such as

www.sample-url.com

The inclusion or omission of a full stop, and also its placing, is very important in email and website addresses. Failure to get this right can prevent the successful sending of an email or the accessing of a website.


NB: The stop

The full stop is also used to mark the end of a group of words which is not actually a sentence but which is complete in itself, as in the following underlined words:

“When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning.”



QUESTION MARK

The question mark (?), sometimes also known as the query, is used to mark the end of a sentence which asks a question (see here). The following sentences are all questions ending in a question mark:

Where are we?

Is that the right time?

Who is that?

Why did they leave so early?

Can I help you?

Whose coat is this?


NB: Writing questions

It is not recommended to use more than one question mark at the end of a sentence.

When writing college essays or literary interpretations it may be tempting to intersperse your writing with questions. For example:

“So what do we learn from Wordsworth’s view of nature?”

This is too informal for a such a composition. It is better to write:

“What we learn from Wordsworth’s view of nature is ...”



EXCLAMATION MARK

The exclamation mark (!) is used to mark the end of an exclamation or sometimes a directive (see here). The following sentences are all exclamations or directives ending in an exclamation mark:







	




	Run!
	You must be joking!



	Save me!
	Ouch!



	What a beautiful day!
	Let me go!



	How marvelous!
	Well done!






NB: Watch out!

Be careful not to overuse the exclamation mark. It is easy to do so, particularly in a piece of informal English. One is enough at the close of a sentence. Too many sentences ending in an exclamation mark within a piece of writing can detract from the potential dramatic effect of the occasional use of an exclamation mark.

It is common for people to overuse exclamation marks in emails, because the communication is often informal, and because we are often trying to convey points of view and emotions that we would not normally be doing in a formal piece of writing.



CAPITAL LETTERS

Capital letters are not technically speaking punctuation marks, but their use is so closely associated with the use of the full stop, and with the question mark and exclamation mark, that it makes sense to treat their use here. Just as a sentence ends with a full stop or, occasionally, with a question mark or exclamation mark, so it always begins with a capital letter. The opposite of a capital letter is a lower-case letter (see below). Capital letters are used in a number of situations.

A capital letter is used as the initial letter of the first word of a sentence or a direct quotation, as in:

They left early.

He said weakly, “I don’t feel very well.”

A capital letter is always used as the initial letter of a name or proper noun, as Mary Brown, South America, Rome, speak Italian, Buddhism and Marxism.

A capital letter is also used as the initial letter of the main words in the titles of people, places or works of art, as in Uncle Fred, Professor Jones, Ely Cathedral, Edinburgh University, reading Wuthering Heights, watching a production of The Sound of Music, listen to Beethoven’s Third Symphony and buy a copy of The Potato Eaters by van Gogh.

Capital letters are also used in the titles of wars and historical, cultural and geological periods, as in the Wars of the Roses, the Renaissance and the Ice Age. Only the major words of titles, etc, begin with capital letters. Words, such as the, on, of, etc, are in lower-case letters, as in The Mill on the Floss.

A capital letter is used as the initial letter of the days of the week, months of the year, and religious festivals, as in Monday, October, Easter, Yom Kippur. It is a matter of choice whether the seasons of the year are given capital letters or not, as in spring/Spring, autumn/Autumn.

A capital letter is used as the initial letter of God, Allah or Jesus Christ, or similar words. When a pronoun is used to refer to God or Christ the pronoun begins with an initial capital letter, as in:

God asks us to trust in Him.

A capital letter is always used as the initial letter of a noun that is a trade name as in Peugeot, Xerox, Hoover. When verbs are formed from such noun, they are usually spelt with an initial lower-case letter as in xerox the letter and hoover the carpet.

LOWER-CASE LETTERS

The opposite of a capital letter is a lower-case letter, also known informally as a small letter. Lower-case letters are used for most words in the language. It is capital letters that are exceptional in their use.

COMMA

A comma is an extremely common punctuation mark (,) and yet the use of commas causes a great deal of concern and confusion in many people. This is partly because the use of commas has changed quite a bit in recent times. In modern usage there is a tendency to adopt a system of minimal punctuation and one of the casualties of this change has been the comma. Most people use the comma considerably less frequently than was formerly the case.

The comma has two major functions, that of linking and separating.

The comma as a separating device in lists

One of the common separating functions of the comma concerns lists. The individual items in a list of three or more items are separated by commas. Whether a comma is put before the word and which follows the second-last item is now a matter of choice. Some people dislike the use of the comma in this situation, sometimes called the Oxford comma, and, indeed, it was formerly considered wrong. However, it has become very common in British English and is even more common in American English. It is best to insert such a comma if there is any possibility of confusion arising from its omission. In the following sentences the underlined words form lists containing commas:

British English

At the sports club we can play tennis, squash, badminton and table tennis.

We need to buy bread, milk, fruit and sugar.

They are studying French, German, Spanish and Russian.

We opened the door, let ourselves in, fed the cat and started to cook a meal.

American English

At the sports club we can play tennis, squash, badminton, and table tennis.

We need to buy bread, milk, fruit, and sugar.

They are studying French, German, Spanish, and Russian.

We opened the door, let ourselves in, fed the cat, and started to cook a meal.


NB: Last item in the list

Confusion may arise if the last item in the list contains the word and used in its own right as an essential part of the sentence, as in:

In the pub they served shepherd’s pie, ham salad, and pie and chips.

In such cases it is as well to put a comma before the final connecting and to avoid confusion.
    If the list of items is a very long one or the items in the list consist of several words, a semi-colon is sometimes used instead of a comma (see here).



The comma as a separating device in a list of adjectives

In cases where there is a list of adjectives before a noun, the use of commas between the adjectives is now optional although it was formerly standard practice. Thus the sentences below are both considered correct these days:

She wore a long, red, sequinned dress.

and

She wore a long red sequinned dress.

When the adjective/s immediately before the noun has/have a closer relationship with it than the other adjectives, and indeed often helps/help to define the noun, no comma should be used before that adjective/those adjectives, as in:

We want to buy some large juicy green peppers.

and

They live in a beautiful old fishing village.

It would be quite wrong to place a comma before the word green in the first sentence or before the word fishing in the second sentence.

Commas and relative clauses

Commas are not normally used to separate main clauses and relative clauses (see here), where the relative clause is an essential part of the sentence and not an additional piece of information, as in:

The woman whom I met was a friend’s sister.

In other words, a defining relative clause is not separated from the main clause by a comma. However, commas are used to separate the main clause from a relative clause which is not required to identify the person or thing that you are talking about, but which is simply giving additional information, as in:

My father, who lived in London, died early last year.

In other words, where a non-defining relative clause such as who lived in London divides the parts of a main clause, the clause is placed within commas.

Commas and subordinate clauses

Commas are not now usually used to separate main clauses and subordinate clauses (see here) as in:

He left when we arrived.

They came to the party although we didn’t expect them to.

However, if the subordinate clause precedes the main clause, it is sometimes followed by a comma. This is especially true if it is a long clause, as in:

Although we stopped and thought about it for quite a long time, we still made the wrong decision.

If the clause is quite short, a comma may be, but is not usually, inserted, as in:

Although it rained we had a good holiday.

If you go you will regret it.

The comma is never used to separate a main clause from a clause beginning with that, as in:

I knew very well that I was right.

However, as is the case with all lists, commas are used to separate clauses beginning with that if there are several of them, as in:

Police know that the bankrobbers were armed, that they wore balaclavas to conceal their faces, that they were all of medium height and that they escaped in a blue truck.


NB: To avoid confusion

It is important to insert a comma between a subordinate clause and a main clause if doing so prevents any possibility of confusion. For example, confusion can arise when a subordinate clause ends with a verb and the following clause begins with a noun, as in:

After the pupils had finished reading, the books were returned to the school library.

Here the use of the comma is an aid to clarity. Otherwise someone initially might think that the first part of the sentence reads:

After the pupils had finished reading the books ...



The comma as a separating device in clauses joined by coordinating conjunctions

A comma may be used to separate main clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction (see here), but this is not usual if the clauses have the same subject and the coordinating conjunction is and, as in:

She swept the floor and dusted the table.

In cases where the subjects are different and the clauses are fairly long, it is best to insert a comma, as in:

They took with them all the furniture and appliances and anything of any value, and she was left with nothing.

When the coordinating conjunction is but, the use of a comma to mark off the main clause is more a matter of choice, especially when both clauses are quite long.

The comma as separating device with initial phrases

A comma is often used to separate an adverb or adverbial phrase at the beginning of a sentence from the rest of the sentence, as with the adverb However in:

It rained a lot. However, we had an interesting and enjoyable holiday.

Nowadays, the use of a comma in such situations is sometimes considered optional. However, it is essential to insert a comma if there is any possibility of confusion. For example, in the following sentence

Normally, intelligent students will attend their lectures on a regular basis.

the meaning is changed slightly by the omission of the comma. The longer a phrase is, the more likely it is to need a comma after it, as in:

After a great deal of consideration, I accepted the invitation.

The comma with terms of address

Commas are always used to separate terms of address from the rest of the sentence, as in the following sentences:

Mary, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.

Please come this way, Mrs Brown.

Thanks a lot, John.

Now, ladies, what can I get you?

Right, James, I’m ready to leave now.

Doctor Jones, I have an important call for you.

The comma with question tags

The comma is used to separate a question tag (see here) from the rest of a sentence, as in the following sentences:

It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?

You do love him, don’t you?

He still smokes, doesn’t he?

She’s not happy, is she?

We can still go, can’t we?

They’ve won again, haven’t they?

It isn’t raining again, is it?


NB: To avoid repetition

A comma can be inserted to avoid repeating a verb in the second of two clauses, as in

He plays golf and tennis, his brother rugby.



The comma with interjections

The comma is used to separate an interjection from the rest of a sentence, as in the following sentences:

Look, there’s the train coming.

Heavens, I’ve never seen such heavy rain!

Wait, she’s here now!

Gosh, I’m going to be late!

The comma used in pairs as a means of separation or parenthesis

The comma is used in pairs to separate phrases or words that are naturally cut off from the main sense of the rest of the sentence, as if they were additional thoughts or qualifications to what is being said in the rest of the sentence, as in:

The project was, on the whole, successful.

In such a sentence the clause within the commas can be removed without altering the basic meaning. In this respect the use of a pair of commas resembles the use of brackets (see the next page). The underlined words in the following sentences illustrate this use of the comma:

Jim, sensible as ever, told them both to talk things over.

My first impression of him, to be honest, was not very favorable.

We realized, nevertheless, that we could still face problems.

I knew, of course, that something might still go wrong.

I knew all too well, in fact, that he was not telling the truth.

The comma with nouns or phrases in apposition

A noun or noun phrase is said to be in apposition when it is placed next to another noun or noun phrase and provides further information about it, especially by saying something that identifies or describes them. In such a situation, the main noun or phrase and the amplifying noun or phrase refer to the same person or thing.

When such a noun or noun phrase is placed after the main noun or noun phrase in the sentence, a comma is almost always placed after the main noun or noun phrase to separate it from the amplifying noun or noun phrase, as in:

Dan Jones, the well-known racing driver, has been involved in a serious car accident.

However, when the amplifying noun or noun phrase is placed before the main noun or noun phrase, it is now usual to omit the comma when the noun phrases involved are very short, as in:

My son Mike lives with us

The singer Joan Green gave a short recital.

When the noun phrases involved are quite long, it is best to include the comma, as in:

The person who suggested the scheme, Jim Blunt, has now left the company.

In the following sentences the underlined words are in apposition:

Jack Blair, our managing director, has resigned.

Sue Brown, leader of the protest campaign, has given a statement to the press.

Peter Shaw, my cousin’s husband, is representing the family.

Mike Black, our local Labour MP, has stated his opposition to the scheme.

The head of the local primary school, Jane Lewis, is very much in favor of improved sports facilities.

My elder brother’s latest girlfriend, Liz Grant, is quite a famous fashion model.

The writer Lou Wilson is giving a talk at the local bookshop tonight.

Her husband Pete is a very nice man.

The comma and numbers

A comma is used when writing a number that is made up of four or more figures, as in $45,000, 12,000 miles and 1,000. However, a comma is not used in dates, as in 1066 and 1984.

BRACKETS

Brackets ( ( ), [ ] ), in common with a pair of commas or a pair of dashes (see here), are used to enclose information that is in some way additional to a main statement. The information so enclosed is said to be in parenthesis and the pair of brackets enclosing it can be known as parentheses. The information that is enclosed in the brackets is purely supplementary or explanatory in nature and could be removed without changing the overall basic meaning or grammatical completeness of the statement.

Brackets, like commas and dashes, interrupt the flow of the main statement but brackets indicate a more definite or clear-cut interruption. The fact that they are more visually obvious emphasizes this.

1. Material within brackets can be one word, as in:

In a local wine bar we had some delicious crepes (pancakes).

They didn’t have the chutzpah (nerve) to challenge her.

2. Material within brackets can also take the form of dates, as in:

Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–94) wrote Treasure Island.

Animal Farm was written by George Orwell (1903–50).

3. Material within brackets can also take the form of a phrase, as in:

They served lasagne (a kind of pasta) and some delicious veal.

They were drinking Calvados (a kind of brandy made from apples).

4. Material within brackets can also take the form of a clause, as in:

We were to have supper (or so they called it) later in the evening.

They went for a walk round the loch (as a lake is called in Scotland) before taking their departure.

5. Material within brackets can also take the form of a complete sentence, as in:

He was determined (we don’t know why) to tackle the problem alone

She made it clear (nothing could be more clear) that she was not interested in the offer.

Complete sentences that appear in brackets in the middle of a sentence like those above are not usually given an initial capital letter or a full stop.

If the material within brackets comes at the end of a sentence, the full stop comes outside the second bracket, as in:

For some reason we agreed to visit her at home (we had no idea where she lived).

If the material in brackets is a sentence which comes between two other sentences it is treated like a normal sentence with an initial capital letter and a closing full stop, as in:

He never seems to do any studying. (He is always either asleep or watching television.) Still, he does brilliantly in his exams.

Punctuation of the main statement is unaffected by the presence of the brackets and their enclosed material, except that any punctuation that would have followed the word before the first bracket follows the second bracket, as with the comma in the following sentence:

He lives in London (I am not sure exactly where), though his family live in France.

6. There are various shapes of brackets. Round brackets are the most common type. Square brackets are sometimes used to enclose information that is contained inside other information already in brackets, as in:

(Christopher Marlowe [1564–93] was a contemporary of Shakespeare.)

Square brackets are sometimes used in a piece of writing where round brackets have already been used for some other purpose. Thus, in a dictionary if round brackets are used to separate off the pronunciation, square brackets are sometimes used to separate off the etymologies.

Square brackets are also used for editorial comments in a scholarly work where the material within brackets consists of an editorial comment or expanation within a quotation by another author.

DASH

The dash, written as—(em dash, used close up to text) or – (en dash, with a space on either side), takes the form of a short line, resembling an extended hyphen. It indicates a short break in the continuity of a sentence or it is used to extend a sentence. It often serves the same purpose as brackets except that it is usually considered to be much less formal.

The dash fulfills various functions.

1. The dash can be used to emphasize a word or phrase, as in:

They parted company then—forever.

2. The dash can be used to add a remark to the end of a sentence, as in:

They had no money at the end of the month—a regular state of affairs with this extravagant couple.

3. The dash can also be used to introduce a statement that adds to or explains what has been said, as in:

The burglar took everything of value—paintings, jewelry, silverware and several thousand pounds in money.

4. The dash can also be used as a linking device to sum up what has gone before, as in:

Famine, drought, disease—these are the seemingly insuperable problems that the villagers are facing.

5. The dash can also be used to introduce an afterthought, as in:

You can come with me if you like—I’d appreciate your company.

6. The dash can also be used to introduce a sharp change of subject, as in:

I’ll be with you in a minute—what was that noise?

7. The dash can also be used to introduce some kind of balance in a sentence, as in:

It’s going to take at least three of you to get this heavy table out of here—one at each end to carry it and one to hold the door open.

8. The dash is sometimes found as part of a pair. A pair of dashes can act in a similar way to a pair of round brackets (see here). They can be used to indicate a break in continuity in a sentence, as in:

(showing closed em dashes)

We prayed—prayed as we had never done before—that the children would be safe.

and (showing spaced en dashes)

We came to the conclusion – after due consideration – that we had done the wrong thing.


NB: Don’t forget!

When using a pair of dashes as a substitute for a pair of brackets do not forget to include the second dash. Its ommission is a common fault.



9. The dash is also used to indicate a hesitation in speech, as in:

I don’t think—well—maybe—you could be right.

10. The dash can also be used to indicate the omission of part of a word or name, as in:

The witness, who is being referred to by police simply as Mrs D—, has not yet come forward.

It’s none of your d— business.

In this last sentence d— is short for damned as a way of not writing a swear word in full. The asterisk (see here) is often used in this way.

11. The en dash can also be used as a replacement for the word to, as a connection between points in time or places, as in 1850–1900 and London–Paris.


NB: Dashes—don’t overuse

Be careful not to overuse the dash, especially in more formal pieces of writing. It is tempting to do so when another thought occurs to you as you write, but you can end up with rather an unattractive page peppered with these.



SEMICOLON

The semicolon as a link

The semicolon (;) is a rather formal form of punctuation. It is mainly used between clauses that are not joined by any form of conjunction, as in the following sentences:

We had a wonderful holiday; sadly they did not.

He was a marvelous friend; he is much missed.

The part before the semicolon and the part after could both be sentences in their own right. The semicolon is used to show a closer link between the two parts of the sentence. It has the force of a strong comma. A dash (see here) is sometimes used instead.

The semicolon as a separation device in lists

The semicolon is also used to separate the items in a long list or series of things so that the said list seems less complex and easier to understand, as in:

The young man who wants to be a journalist has applied everywhere. He has applied to The Times in London; The Globe and Mail in Toronto; The Age in Melbourne; The Tribune in Chicago.

It is also used in lists in which the individual items are quite long, as in:

We tried various ways to raise money. We approached the local bank manger; we asked the local council for a grant; we approached local businessmen for a contribution; and we organized various charity events.

The use of a semicolon in this situation resembles that of the comma (see here), especially a particularly strong comma, except that the semicolon is more formal and it is more common in more complicated lists.

The semicolon as separation device in lists of word groups already containing commas

The semicolon is also used to separate items in a list which already contains a number of commas in the individual items in the list, as in:

Those guests present at the wedding included Mr and Mrs Brown and their daughters Mary, Jane and Sue; Mr and Mrs Lewis and their sons Tom, Frank and Jack; Miss Taylor and her nieces Liz, Carol and Meg; Ken, Mike and Mark Greene.

To use yet more commas to separate the list of items would cause confusion. Thus, the semicolon is used in such a context in the interests of clarity.

The semicolon as a separation device before certain adverbs

The semicolon is also sometimes used before such adverbs as however, nevertheless, hence, moreover and furthermore in such situations where a preceding pause is required, but a pause that is longer and stronger than that provided by a comma, as in:

We have extra seats for the concert; however you must decide right now whether you want them or not.

Your notice to quit takes effect immediately; furthermore, you will be escorted from the building and your personal belongings from your desk will be sent on to you.

COLON

The colon as a separating device in a two-part sentence

The colon (:) is a punctuation mark that is used to separate two parts of a sentence when the first leads on to the second. The colon is used to explain, interpret, clarify or amplify what has gone before it, as in:

The standard of school work here is extremely high: it is almost university standard.

The fuel bills are giving cause for concern: they are almost double last year’s.

We have some new information: the allies have landed.

The colon as a linking device or introduction

The colon is used to introduce a list, as in:

The recipe says we need: tomatoes, peppers, courgettes, garlic, oregano and basil.

The boy has a huge list of things he needs for school: blazer, trousers, shirts, sweater, ties, shoes, tennis shoes, rugby boots, sports clothes and leisure wear.

The colon is also used to introduce a quotation or a piece of direct speech, as in

One of his favorite quotations was: “If music be the food of love play on.”

The headmaster strode onto the platform, looking solemnly at the assembled students and his statement was concise: “I will not allow this kind of behavior in my school.”

The colon is sometimes used in numerals, as in 7:30 a.m. and 22:11:72 and a ratio of 7:3.

The colon is often used in the titles of books, for example where there is a subtitle or explanatory title, as in The Dark Years: the Economy in the 1930s.

In informal writing, the dash is sometimes used instead of the colon. Indeed the dash tends to be overused for this purpose.

HYPHEN

A hyphen (-) is used to join two words together or to indicate that a word has been broken at the end of a line because of lack of space.

The hyphen used to join words or elements of words

1. The hyphen is used as the prefixed element in a proper noun, as in:







	




	pre-Christian
	post-Renaissance



	anti-British
	anti-Semitic



	pro-French
	pro-America.





2. The hyphen is also used in this way before dates or numbers, as in:







	




	pre-1914
	post-1920



	pre-1066
	post-1745.





3. The hyphen is also used in this way before abbreviations, as in:








	




	pro-BBC
	anti-TUC
	anti-EU.





4. The hyphen is sometimes used for clarification and to avoid confusion. Some words are ambiguous without the presence of a hyphen. For example, re-cover, as in re-cover a chair, is spelt with a hyphen to differentiate it from recover, as in:

The accident victim is likely to recover.

Similarly, the hyphen is used in re-form, meaning to form again, as in:

They have decided to re-form the society which closed last year.

to differentiate the word from reform, meaning to improve, to become better behaved, as in:

He was wild as a young man but he has reformed now.

5. The hyphen was formerly used to separate a prefix from the main element of a word if the main element begins with a vowel, as in pre-eminent, but there is a growing tendency in modern usage to omit the hyphen in such cases. At the moment both pre-eminent and preeminent are found. However, if the omission of the hyphen results in double i, the hyphen is usually retained, as in anti-inflationary and semi-insulated.

6. The hyphen was formerly used in words formed with the prefix non-, such as non-functional, non-political, non-flammable and non-pollutant. However, there is a growing tendency to omit the hyphen in such cases, as in nonfunctional and nonpollutant. At the moment both forms of such words are common.

7. The hyphen is usually used with the prefix ex- in the sense of former, as in ex-wife and ex-president.

8. The hyphen is usually used when self- is prefixed to words, such as self-styled, self-starter and self-evident.

9. Use or non-use of the hyphen is often a matter of personal choice, the house style of a particular organization or the frequency of usage, as in drawing-room or drawing room and dining-room and dining room. There is a modern tendency to punctuate more lightly than was formerly the case and so, in modern usage, use of the hyphen in such compound words is less frequent.

10. The hyphen is always used in some fixed compounds of two or three or more, such as son-in-law, good-for-nothing and devil-may-care.

11. The hyphen is sometimes used in some compounds formed from phrasal verbs (see here) and sometimes not. Thus both take-over and takeover are common, as are run-up and runup. Again the use of the hyphen is a matter of choice. However, some words formed from phrasal verbs are usually spelt without a hyphen, such as breakthrough.


NB: To include or omit?

The length of compounds often affects the inclusion or omission of the hyphen.

Compounds of two short elements that are well-established words tend not to be hyphenated, such as bedroom and toothbrush.

Compound words with longer elements are more likely to be hyphenated, such as engine-driver and carpet-layer.



12. The hyphen is usually used in compound adjectives consisting of two elements, the second of which ends in -ed, such as heavy-hearted, fair-haired, fair-minded and long-legged.

13. The hyphen is usually used in compound adjectives when they are used before nouns, such as gas-fired central heating, oil-based paints, solar-heated buildings and chocolate-coated cookies.

14. The hyphen is usually used in compounds containing certain adverbs, sometimes to avoid ambiguity, as in his best-known opera, an ill-considered venture and a half-planned scheme.


NB: Repeated hyphenated elements

In the case of two or more compound hyphenated adjectives with the same second element qualifying the same noun, the common element need not be repeated but the hyphen should be, as in:

two- and three-bedroom houses

long- and short-haired dogs.



15. The hyphen is generally not used in adjectives and participles preceded by an adverb if the adverb ends in -ly, as in a highly talented singer, neatly pressed clothes and beautifully dressed young women.

16. The hyphen is used in compound numerals from 21 to 99 when they are written in full, as in thirty-five gallons, forty-four years, sixty-seven miles and two hundred and forty-five miles. Compound numbers such as three hundred and two thousand are not hyphenated.

17. The hyphen is used in fractions, such as three-quarters, two-thirds and seven-eighths.

18. The hyphen is also used in such number phrases as a seventeenth-century play, a sixteenth-century church, a five-gallon bucket, a five-year contract and a third-year student.

The hyphen in word-breaks

The other use of hyphens is to break words at the ends of lines. Formerly, people were more careful about where they broke words. Previously, words were broken up according to etymological principles, but there is a growing tendency to break words according to how they are pronounced or just where it seems convenient.

Some dictionaries or spelling dictionaries give help with the division and hyphenation of individual words and, if you are in doubt, you should consult one of these.


NB: Where to break

Generally speaking, one-syllable words should not be divided and words should not be broken after the first letter of a word or before the last letter. Also care should be taken not to break up words, for example, by forming elements that are words in their own right, in such a way as to mislead the reader. Thus divisions such as the-rapist and mans-laughter should be avoided.



QUOTATION MARKS

Quotation marks and direct speech

Quotation marks, also know as inverted commas, are used to enclose material that is part of direct speech. Direct speech is a term used to describe the reporting of speech by repeating exactly the actual words used by the speaker.

Thus, in the sentence

Peter said, “I am tired of this.”

I am tired of this is a piece of direct speech.

Similarly

Jane asked, “Where are you going?”

Where are you going? is a piece of direct speech.

Quotation marks are used at the beginning and end of pieces of direct speech. Only the words actually spoken are placed within the quotation marks, as in:

“If I were you,” he said, “I would refuse to go.”

The quotation marks involved can be either single, (‘...’) or double (“...”) according to preference or house style. Be sure to be consistent in your use of either single or double quotation marks within a piece of writing.

If there is a statement such as he said following the piece of direct speech, a comma is placed before the second inverted comma, as in “Come along,” he said. If the piece of direct speech is a question or exclamation, a question mark or exclamation mark is used instead of the comma, as in:

“What are you doing?” asked John.

“Get away from me!” she screamed.

If a statement such as he said is placed within a sentence in direct speech, a comma is placed after he said and the second part of the piece of direct speech does not begin with a capital letter, as in:

“I know very well,” he said, “that you do not like me.”

If the piece of direct speech includes a complete sentence, the sentence begins with a capital letter, as in:

“I am going away,” she said, “and I am not coming back. Really, I don’t feel that I belong here anymore.”


NB: Before or after?

The full stop at the end of a piece of direct speech that is a sentence should go before the closing inverted comma.



Quotation marks and paragraphs

If the piece of direct speech quoted takes up more than one paragraph (see here), quotation marks are placed at the beginning of each new paragraph. However, quotation marks are not placed at the end of each paragraph, just at the end of the final paragraph.

Quotation marks and dialogue

In a piece of writing that includes dialogue or conversation, each piece of direct speech from a new speaker should begin on a new line or sometimes in a new paragraph.

Other uses of quotation marks

Quotation marks are not used only to indicate direct speech. They have other uses as described below.

Quotation marks and titles

Quotation marks are sometimes used to indicate the title of a book or newspaper. The quotation marks used in this way can be either single or double, according to individual preference or according to the house style of a particular organization.

If a piece of direct speech contains the title of a book, newspaper, poem, song etc, it should be put in the opposite type of quotation marks to those used to enclose the piece of direct speech. Thus, if single quotation marks have been used in the direct speech, then double quotation marks should be used for a title within the direct speech, as in:

‘Have you read the poem called “Ode to a Nightingale” by John Keats?’ the teacher asked.

If double quotation marks have been used for the direct speech, single quotation marks should be used for the title, as in:

“Have you read the poem called ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ by John Keats?” the teacher asked.

Quotation marks and a direct quotation

When a piece of writing includes a direct quotation from another book, a piece of text, or a speaker, the words which are quoted are contained within quotation marks, either single or double, according to individual preference or house style, as in:

In his report the marketing director refers to the new product as “a technological miracle”.

In his autobiography Brian refers to that part of his life as “a terrible living nightmare” and his sister confirms that that was the case.

If the quotation from another piece of text or speaker is fairly long it is often set out below the sentence that introduces the quotation and indented without quotation marks, as in:

The victim of the attack gave the following statement to the police:

It was pitch dark and I was attacked from behind. I had no opportunity to see my assailant and, therefore, I could not possibly identify him, if, indeed, it was a man. I suppose it could have been a woman. At any rate, I was hit over the head by something heavy and I knew nothing more till I woke up lying on the ground with a very sore head. My wallet and watch had gone.

Sometimes writers use quotation marks round a word or words to indicate that this expression is not their own or not one that they would have chosen to use, as in:

The “exclusive hotel” we stayed in was far from comfortable.

Sometimes the word so-called is also included, as in:

The so-called “exclusive hotel” we stayed in was far from comfortable.

However, either the quotation marks or the word so-called will suffice on their own. You do not need to use both.

APOSTROPHE

An apostrophe (’) is a form of punctuation that is used with the letter s to indicate that something belongs to someone or something. In other words it is used to indicate possession. Many spelling errors center on the position of the apostrophe in relation to the letter s.

A singular noun usually indicates possession by adding ’s (apostrophe s) to the singular form, as in:







	




	the girl’s mother
	Peter’s car



	the company’s policy
	the town’s pride and joy.





A plural noun usually indicates possession by adding s’ (s apostrophe) to the plural form ending in s, as in all the teachers’ cars and many parents’ attitude to discipline, and by adding ’s to irregular plural nouns that do not end in s, as in women’s shoes.

In the possessive form of a name or singular noun that ends in s, x or z, the apostrophe may or may not be followed by s. In such words of one syllable this final s is usually added after the apostrophe, as in James’s house, the fox’s lair, Roz’s dress. The final s is most frequently omitted in names, particularly in names of three or more syllables, as in Euripides’ plays. In many cases the presence or absence of final s is a matter of convention.

The apostrophe is also used to indicate omitted letters in contracted forms of words, such as can’t and you’ve. The apostrophe is sometimes used to indicate missing century numbers in dates, as in the ’60s and ’70s, but is not used at the end of decades, etc, as in the 1960s, not the 1960’s.

Generally, apostrophes are no longer used to indicate omitted letters in shortened forms that are in common use, such as phone (formerly ’phone) and flu (formerly ’flu).

Apostrophes showing possession are often omitted wrongly in modern usage, particularly in the media and by advertisers, as in womens hairdressers, childrens helpings. This is partly because people are unsure about when to use them and when not to use them, and partly because of a modern tendency to punctuate as little as possible.

Apostrophes, on the other hand, are frequently used wrongly nowadays, as in potato’s for sale and Beware of the dog’s. Again, this is because people are unsure about when, and when not, to use them.


NB: It’s and its

A common mistake is the confusion over it’s where the apostrophe indicates a missing letter (it is), and the possessive determiner its (see here). Only use the apostrophe when you mean it is.

It’s a lovely day. (It is a lovely day.)

The dog wagged its tail.



ASTERISK

The asterisk (*) is commonly used to direct the reader’s attention from a particular word or piece of text to a footnote or to another part of the text. The asterisk is placed after the relevant word or piece of text.

The asterisk is often used to replace a letter. The asterisk is usually one of a series and such a series is often found as a substitute for letters that would make up a word that would cause offense in some way, often swear words, as in:

I can’t open this b****y tin.

The asterisks in the above sentence replace the letters lood. When these letters are used instead of the asterisks the swear word bloody is formed.

THREE-DOT ELLIPSIS

The three-dot ellipsis (...) is used to indicate missing material.

This missing material may be one word, as in:

I told you to get the ... out of here.

where the missing word is the word hell.

The missing material may be several words or a longer piece of text. For example, the three-dot ellipsis may be used to replace part of a quotation, proverb, etc, as in:

As well you know, the moving finger writes ...

where and, having writ, moves on, is omitted.

You know what they say. A stitch in time ...

where saves nine is omitted.

The three-dot ellipsis can also be used to indicate an unfinished thought or statement, as in:

We might win handsomely; on the other hand ...

Sometimes a dash is used in the above cases.

OBLIQUE

The oblique (/) is a diagonal mark that has various uses. Its principal use is to show alternatives, as in he/she, Dear Sir/Madam, and two/three-room flat.

The oblique is also used in some abbreviations, as in c/o Smith (meaning care of Smith).

An oblique is sometimes used instead of the word per, as in 60km/h (60 miles per hour).


USAGE

a, an the indefinite article (see here).

-abled is a suffix meaning able-bodied. It is most usually found in such phrases as differently abled, a “politically correct”, more positive way of referring to people with some form of disability, as in provide access to the club building for differently abled members.

ableism or ablism means discrimination in favor of able-bodied people as in people in wheelchairs unable to get jobs because of ableism. Note that the suffix -ism is often used to indicate discrimination against the group to which it refers, as in ageism.

Aboriginal rather than Aborigine is now the preferred term for an original inhabitant of Australia, especially where the word is in the singular.

abuse and misuse both mean wrong or improper use or treatment. However, abuse tends to be a more condemnatory term, suggesting that the wrong use or treatment is morally wrong or illegal. Thus we find misuse of the equipment or misuse of one’s talents, but abuse of a privileged position or abuse of children. Child abuse is usually used to indicate physical violence or sexual assault. Abuse is also frequently applied to the use of substances that are dangerous or injurious to health, as drug abuse, or alcohol abuse. In addition, it is used to describe insulting or offensive language, as in shout abuse at the referee.

academic is used to describe scholarly or educational matters, as in a child with academic rather than sporting interests. From this use it has come to mean theoretical rather than actual or practical, as in wasting time discussing matters of purely academic concern. In modern use it is frequently used to mean irrelevant, as in Whether you vote for him or not is academic. He is certain of a majority of votes.

access is usually a noun meaning entry or admission, as in try to gain access to the building, or the opportunity to use something, as in have access to confidential information. It is also used to refer to the right of a parent to spend time with his or her children, as in The father was allowed access to the children at weekends. However access can also be used as a verb. It is most commonly found in computing, meaning obtaining information from, as in accessing details from the computer file relating to the accounts. In modern usage many technical words become used, and indeed overused, in the general language. Thus the verb access can now be found meaning to obtain information not on a computer, as in access the information in the filing cabinet. It can also be found in the sense of gaining entry to a building, as in Their attempts to access the building at night were unsuccessful.

accessory and accessary are interchangeable as regards only one meaning of accessory. A person who helps another person to commit a crime is known either as an accessory or an accessary, although the former is the more modern term. However, only accessory is used to describe a useful or decorative extra that is not strictly necessary, as in Seat covers are accessories that are included in the price of the car and She wore a red dress with black accessories (accessories in the second example being purse, shoes and gloves).

accompany can be followed either by the preposition with or by. When it means to go somewhere with someone, by is used, as in She was accompanied by her parents to church. Similarly, by is used when accompany is used in a musical context, as in The singer was accompanied on the piano by her brother. When accompany means to go along with something or supplement something, either by or with may be used, as in The roast turkey was accompanied by all the trimmings, His words were accompanied by/with a gesture of dismissal, and The speaker accompanied his words with expressive gestures.

acoustics can take either a singular or plural verb. When it is being thought of as a branch of science it is treated as being singular, as in Acoustics deals with the study of sound, but when it is used to describe the qualities of a hall, etc, with regard to its sound-carrying properties, it is treated as being plural, as in The acoustics in the school hall are very poor.

activate and actuate both mean make active but are commonly used in different senses. Activate refers to physical or chemical action, as in The terrorists activated the explosive device. Actuate means to move to action and to serve as a motive, as in The murderer was actuated by jealousy.

actress is still widely used as a term for a woman who acts in plays or films, although many people prefer the term actor, regarding this as a neutral term rather than simply the masculine form. The -ess suffix, used to indicate the feminine form of a word, is generally becoming less common as these forms are regarded as sexist or belittling.

acute and chronic both refer to disease. Acute is used of a disease that is sudden in onset and lasts a relatively short time, as in flu is an acute illness. Chronic is used of a disease that may be slow to develop and lasts a long time, possibly over several years, as in Asthma is a chronic condition.

AD and BC are abbreviations that accompany year numbers. AD stands for Anno Domini, meaning in the year of our Lord and indicates that the year concerned is one occurring after Jesus Christ was born. Traditionally AD is placed before the year number concerned, as in Their great-grandfather was born in AD 1801, but in modern usage it sometimes follows the year number, as in The house was built in 1780 AD. BC stands for Before Christ and indicates that the year concerned is one occurring before Jesus Christ was born. It follows the year number, as in The event took place in Rome in 55 BC.

adapter and adaptor can be used interchangeably, but commonly adapter is used to refer to a person who adapts, as in the adapter of the stage play for television, and adaptor is used to refer to a thing that adapts, specifically a type of electrical plug.

admission and admittance both mean permission or right to enter. Admission is the more common term, as in They refused him admission to their house, and, unlike admittance, it can also mean the price or fee charged for entry as in Admission to the football match is $3. Admission also means confession or acknowledgement of responsibility, as in On her own admission she was the thief. Admittance is largely used in formal or official situations, as in They ignored the notice saying “No Admittance”.

admit may be followed either by the preposition to or the preposition of, depending on the sense. In the sense of to confess, admit is usually not followed by a preposition at all, as in He admitted his mistake and She admitted stealing the brooch. However, in this sense admit is sometimes followed by to, as in They have admitted to their error and They have admitted to their part in the theft. In the sense of to allow to enter, admit is followed by to, as in The doorman admitted the guest to the club. Also in the rather formal sense of give access or entrance to, admit is followed by to, as in the rear door admits straight to the garden. In the sense of to be open to or leave room for, admit is followed by of, as in The situation admits of no other explanation.

admittance see admission.

adopted and adoptive are liable to be confused. Adopted is applied to children who have been adopted, as in The couple have two adopted daughters. Adoptive is applied to a person or people who adopt a child, as in Her biological parents tried to get the girl back from her adoptive parents.

affinity may be followed by the prepositions with or between, and means close relationship, mutual attraction or similarity, as in The affinity which twins have with each other and There was an affinity between the two families who had lost children. In modern usage it is sometimes followed by for or towards, and means liking, as in She has an affinity for fair-haired men.

ageism means discrimination on the grounds of age, as in By giving an age range in their job advert the firm were guilty of ageism. Usually it refers to discrimination against older or elderly people, but it also refers to discrimination against young people.

agenda in modern usage is a singular noun having the plural agendas. It means a list of things to be attended to, as in The financial situation was the first item on the committee’s agenda. Originally it was a plural noun, derived from Latin, meaning things to be done.

aggravate literally means to make worse, as in Her remarks simply aggravated the situation. In modern usage it is frequently found meaning to irritate or annoy, as in The children were aggravating their mother when she was trying to read. It is often labeled as informal in dictionaries and is best avoided in formal situations.

agnostic and atheist are both words meaning disbeliever in God, but there are differences in sense between the two words. Agnostics believe that it is not possible to know whether God exists or not. Atheists believe that there is no God.

airplane is commonly abbreviated to plane in modern usage. In British English airplane becomes aeroplane.

alcohol abuse is a modern term for alcoholism. See abuse.

alibi is derived from the Latin word for elsewhere. It is used to refer to a legal plea that a person accused or under suspicion was somewhere other than the scene of the crime at the time the crime was committed. In modern usage alibi is frequently used to mean simply excuse or pretext, as in He had the perfect alibi for not going to the party—he was ill in hospital.

all together and altogether are not interchangeable. All together means at the same time or in the same place, as in The guests arrived all together and They kept their personal papers all together in a filing cabinet. Altogether means in all, in total or completely, as in We collected $500 altogether and The work was altogether too much for him.

alternate and alternative are liable to be confused. Alternate means every other or occurring by turns, as in They visit her mother on alternate weekends and between alternate layers of meat and cheese sauce. Alternative means offering a choice or being an alternative, as in If the motorway is busy there is an alternative route. Alternative is found in some cases in modern usage to mean not conventional, not traditional, as in alternative medicine and alternative comedy. Alternative as a noun refers to the choice between two possibilities, as in The alternatives are to go by train or by plane. In modern usage, however, it is becoming common to use it to refer also to the choice among two or more possibilities, as in He has to choose a college from five alternatives.

although and though are largely interchangeable but though is slightly less formal, as in We arrived on time although/though we left late.

amiable and amicable both refer to friendliness and goodwill. Amiable means friendly or agreeable and pleasant, and is mostly used of people or their moods, as in amiable neighbors, amiable traveling companions, of an amiable temperament and be in an amiable mood. Amicable means characterized by friendliness and goodwill and is applied mainly to relationships, agreements, documents, etc, as in an amicable working relationship, reach an amicable settlement at the end of the war and send an amicable letter to his former rival.

among and amongst are interchangeable, as in We searched among/amongst the bushes for the ball, Divide the chocolate among/amongst you, and You must choose among/amongst the various possibilities.

among and between may be used interchangeably in most contexts. Formerly between was used only when referring to the relationship of two things, as in Share the chocolate between you and your brother, and among was used when referring to the relationship of three or more things, as in Share the chocolate among all your friends. In modern usage between may be used when referring to more than two things, as in There is agreement between all the countries of the EU and Share the chocolate between all of you. However, among is still used only to describe more than two things.

amoral and immoral are not interchangeable. Amoral means lacking moral standards, devoid of moral sense, indicating that the person so described has no concern with morals, as in The child was completely amoral and did not know the difference between right and wrong. Immoral means against or breaking moral standards, bad. He knows he’s doing wrong but he goes on being completely immoral and commit immoral acts. Note the spelling of both words. Amoral has only one m but immoral has double m.

anesthetic and analgesic are liable to be confused. As an adjective, anesthetic means producing a loss of feeling, as in inject the patient with an anesthetic substance, and as a noun it means a substance that produces a loss of feeling, as in administer an anesthetic to the patient on the operating table. A local anesthetic produces a loss of feeling in only part of the body, as in remove the rotten tooth under local anesthetic. A general anesthetic produces loss of feeling in the whole body and induces unconsciousness, as in The operation on his leg will have to be performed under general anesthetic. As an adjective analgesic means producing a lack of or reduction in, sensitivity to pain, pain-killing, as in aspirin has an analgesic effect. As a noun analgesic means a substance that produces a lack of, or reduction in, sensitivity to pain, as in aspirin, paracetamol, and other analgesics. In British English, anesthetic is spelt anaesthetic.

arbiter and arbitrator, although similar in meaning, are not totally interchangeable. Arbiter means a person who has absolute power to judge or make decisions, as in Parisian designers used to be total arbiters of fashion. Arbitrator is a person appointed to settle differences in a dispute, as in act as arbitrator between management and workers in the wages dispute. Arbiter is occasionally used with the latter meaning also.

artist and artiste are liable to be confused. Artist refers to a person who paints or draws, as in Renoir was a great artist. The word may also refer to a person who is skilled in something, as in The mechanic is a real artist with an engine. Artiste refers to an entertainer, such as a singer or a dancer, as in a list of the artistes in the musical performances. Artiste is becoming a little old-fashioned.

at this moment in time is an overused phrase meaning simply now. In modern usage there is a tendency to use what are thought to be grander-sounding alternatives for simple words. It is best to avoid such overworked phrases and use the simpler form.

atheist see agnostic.

au fait is French in origin but it is commonly used in English to mean familiar with or informed about, as in not completely au fait with the new office system. It is pronounced o fay.

authoress is not used in modern usage since it is considered sexist. Author is regarded as a neutral term to describe both male and female authors.

avoid see evade.

avoidance see evasion.

baited see bated.

barmaid is disliked by many people on the grounds that it sounds a belittling term and is thus sexist. It is also disliked by people who are interested in political correctness. However the word continues to be quite common, along with barman, and efforts to insist on bar assistant or barperson have not yet succeeded.

basically means literally referring to a base or basis, fundamentally, as in The scientist’s theory is basically unsound, but it is frequently used almost meaninglessly as a fill-up word at the beginning of a sentence, as in Basically he just wants more money. Overuse of this word should be avoided.

basis, meaning something on which something is founded, as in The cost of the project was the basis of his argument against it, has the plural form bases although it is not commonly used. It would be more usual to say arguments without a firm basis than arguments without firm bases.

bated, as in with bated breath meaning tense and anxious with excitement, is frequently misspelt baited. Care should be taken not to confuse the two words.

bathroom see toilet.

BC see AD.

because means for the reason that, as in He left because he was bored, and is sometimes misused. It is wrong to use it in a sentence that also contains the reason that, as in The reason that she doesn’t say much is because she is shy. The correct form of this is She doesn’t say much because she is shy or The reason she doesn’t say much is that she is shy.

because of see due to.

beg the question is often used wrongly. It means to take for granted the very point that has to be proved, as in To say that God must exist because we can see all his wonderful creations in the world around us begs the question. The statement assumes that these creations have been made by God although this has not been proved and yet this fact is being used as evidence that there is a God. Beg the question is often used wrongly to mean to evade the question, as in The police tried to get him to say where he had been but he begged the question and changed the subject.

benign means kindly, well-disposed when applied to people, as in fortunate enough to have a benign ruler. This meaning may also be used of things, as in give a benign smile and live in a benign climate. As a medical term benign means nonmalignant, non-cancerous. Innocent is another word for benign in this sense.

bête noire refers to something that one detests or fears, as in Loud pop music is her father’s bête noire, although she sings with a pop group. Note the spelling, particularly the accent (circumflex) on bête and the e at the end of noire. The phrase is French in origin and the plural form is bêtes noires, as in A bearded man is one of her many bêtes noires.

better should be preceded by had when it means ought to or should, as in You had better leave now if you want to arrive there by nightfall and We had better apologize for upsetting her. In informal contexts, especially in informal speech as in Hey Joe, Mum says you better come now, the had is often omitted but it should be retained in formal contexts. The negative form is had better not, as in He had better not try to deceive her.

between is often found in the phrase between you and me as in Between you and me I think he stole the money. Note that me is correct and that I is wrong. This is because prepositions like between are followed by an object, not a subject. I acts as the subject of a sentence, as in I know her, and me as the object, as in She knows me.

between see among.

bi- of the words beginning with the prefix bi-, biannual and biennial are liable to be confused. Biannual means twice a year and biennial means every two years. Bicentenary and bicentennial both mean a 200th anniversary, as in celebrating the bicentenary/bicentennial of the firm. Bicentenary is, however, the more common expression in British English and bicentennial is more common in American English. Biweekly is a confusing word as it has two different meanings. It means both twice a week and once every two weeks. Thus there is no means of knowing without other information whether a biweekly publication comes out twice a week or every two weeks. The confusion arises because the prefix bi-, which means two, can refer both to doubling, as in bicycle, and halving, as in bisection.

biannual see bi-.

bicentenary and bicentennial see bi-.

biennial see bi-.

billion traditionally meant one million million in British English, but in modern usage it has increasingly taken on the American English meaning of one thousand million. When the number of million pounds, etc, is specified, the number immediately precedes the word million without the word of, as in The firm is worth five billion dollars, but if no number is present then of precedes dollars, etc, as in The research project cost the country millions of dollars. The word billion may also be used loosely to mean a great but unspecified number, as in Billions of people in the world live in poverty.

birth name is a suggested alternative for maiden name, a woman’s surname before she married and took the name of her husband. Maiden name is considered by some to be inappropriate since maiden in one of its senses is another name for virgin and it is now not at all usual for women to be virgins when they marry. Another possible name alternative is family name.

biweekly see bi-.

black is the word now usually applied to dark-skinned people of Afro-Caribbean origins and is the term preferred by most black-skinned people themselves. Colored is considered by many to be offensive since it groups all non-Caucasians together. In America, African-American is now the normal substitute for black.

blond and blonde are both used to mean a fair-haired person, but they are not interchangeable. Blond is used to describe a man or boy, blonde is used to describe a woman or girl. They are derived from the French adjective, which changes endings according to the gender of the noun.

boat and ship are often used interchangeably, but usually boat refers to a smaller vessel than a ship.

bona fide is an expression of Latin origin meaning literally of good faith. It means genuine, sincere or authentic, as in a bona fide member of the group, a bona fide excuse for not going, or a bona fide agreement.

bottom line is an expression from accountancy that has become commonly used in the general language. In accountancy it refers to the final line of a set of company accounts, which indicates whether the company has made a profit or a loss—obviously a very important line. In general English, bottom line has a range of meanings, from the final outcome or result, as in The bottom line of their discussion was that they decided to sell the company, through the most important point of something, as in The bottom line was whether they could get there on time or not, to the last straw, as in His affair with another woman was the bottom line of their stormy relationship and she left him.

can and may both mean in one of their senses to be permitted. In this sense can is much less formal than may and is best restricted to informal contexts, as in “Can I go to the park now?” asked the child. May is used in more formal contexts, as in May I please have your name? Both can and may have other meanings. Can has the meaning to be able, as in They thought his legs were permanently damaged but he can still walk. May has the additional meaning to be likely, as in You may well be right. The past tense of can is could, as in The children asked if they could (be permitted to) go to the park. The old man could not (was unable to) walk upstairs. The past tense of may is might, as in The child asked if he might have a piece of cake (be permitted to). They might (are likely to) well get here tonight.

cannot, can not, and can’t all mean the same thing but they are used in different contexts. Cannot is the most usual form, as in The children have been told that they cannot go and We cannot get there by public transport. Can not is written as two words only for emphasis, as in No, you can not have any more and The invalid certainly can not walk to the ambulance. Can’t is used in less formal contexts and often in speech, as in I can’t be bothered going out and They can’t bear to be apart.

cardigan, jersey, jumper and sweater all refer to garments for the top part of the body. Cardigan refers to a jacket-like garment (usually knitted) with buttons down the front. Jersey, jumper (usually knitted) and sweater refer to a garment pulled over the head to get it on and off.

cardinal and ordinal numbers refer to different aspects of numbers. Cardinal is applied to those numbers that refer to quantity or value without referring to their place in the set, as in one, two, fifty, one hundred. Ordinal is applied to numbers that refer to their order in a series, as in first, second, fortieth, hundredth.

carer has recently taken on the meaning of a person who looks after a sick, handicapped or old relative or friend, as in carers requiring a break from their responsibilities.

carpet and rug both refer to forms of floor covering. Generally a rug is smaller than a carpet, and the fitted variety of fabric floor covering is always known as carpet.

caster and castor are mainly interchangeable. Both forms can be applied to a swiveling wheel attached to the base of a piece of furniture to enable it to be moved easily and a container with a perforated top from which sugar is sprinkled. The kind of sugar known as caster can also be called castor, although this is less usual. The lubricating or medicinal oil known as castor oil is never spelt caster.

Catholic and catholic have different meanings. Catholic as an adjective refers to the Roman Catholic Church, as in The Pope is head of the Catholic Church, or to the universal body of Christians. As a noun it means a member of the Catholic Church, as in She is a Catholic but he is a Protestant. Catholic with a lower-case initial letter means general, wide-ranging, as in a catholic selection of essays, and broad-minded or liberal, as in a catholic attitude to the tastes of others.

celibate means unmarried or remaining unmarried and chaste, especially for religious reasons, as in Roman Catholic priests have to be celibate. In modern usage, because of its connection with chastity, celibate has come to mean abstaining from sexual intercourse, as in The threat of AIDS has made many people celibate. The word is frequently misspelt. Note the i after l.

Celsius, centigrade and Fahrenheit are all scales of temperature. Celsius and centigrade mean the same and refer to a scale on which water freezes at 0° and boils at 100°. This scale is now the principal unit of temperature. Celsius is now the more acceptable term. Fahrenheit refers to a scale on which water freezes at 32° and boils at 212°. It is still used, informally at least, of the weather, and statements such as The temperature reached the nineties today are still common. Note the initial capital letters in Celsius and Fahrenheit. This is because they are named after people, namely the scientists who devised them.

centenary and centennial are both used to refer to a one-hundredth anniversary. Centenary is the more common term in British English, as in celebrate the town’s centenary, whereas centennial is more common in American English. Centennial may be used as an adjective, as in organize the town’s centennial celebrations.

center and middle mean much the same, but center is used more precisely than middle in some cases, as in a line through the center of the circle and She felt faint in the middle of the crowd.

center on and center around are often used interchangeably, as in Her world centers on/around her children. Center around is objected to by some people on the grounds that center is too specific to be used with something as vague as around. When it is used as a verb with place names, center is used with at, as in Their business operation is centered at London.

centigrade see Celsius.

centuries are calculated from 1001, 1501, 1901, etc, not 1000, 1500, 1900, etc. This is because the years are counted from AD 1, there being no year 0.

chair is often used to mean a person in charge of a meeting, committee, etc, as in The committee has a new chair this year. Formerly chairman was always used in this context, as in He was appointed chairman of the fund-raising committee but this is disapproved of on the grounds that it is sexist. Formerly, chairman was sometimes used even if the person in charge of the meeting or committee was a woman, and sometimes chairwoman was used in this situation. Chairperson, which also avoids sexism, is frequently used instead of chair. Chair is also a verb meaning to be in charge of a meeting, committee, etc.

challenged is a word that is very much part of politically correct language. It is used to convey a disadvantage, problem or disorder in a more positive light. For example, visually challenged is used in politically correct language instead of blind or partially sighted, and aurally challenged is used instead of deaf or hard of hearing. Challenged is often used humorously, as in financially challenged, meaning penniless, and intellectually challenged, meaning stupid.

charisma was formerly a theological word used to mean a spiritual gift, such as the gift of healing, etc. In modern usage it is used to describe a special quality or power that influences, inspires or stimulates other people, or personal magnetism, as in The president was elected because of his charisma. The adjective from charisma is charismatic, as in his charismatic style of leadership.

chauvinism originally meant excessive patriotism, being derived from the name of Nicolas Chauvin, a soldier in the army of Napoleon Bonaparte, who was noted for his excessive patriotism. In modern usage chauvinism has come to mean excessive enthusiasm or devotion to a cause or, more particularly, an irrational and prejudiced belief in the superiority of one’s own cause. When preceded by male, it refers specifically to attitudes and actions that assume the superiority of the male sex and thus the inferiority of women, as in accused of not giving her the job because of male chauvinism. Chauvinism is frequently used to mean male chauvinism, as in He shows his chauvinism towards his female staff by never giving any of them senior jobs. The adjective formed from chauvinism is chauvinistic.

chemist and pharmacist have the same meaning in one sense only—they are both words for one who prepares drugs ordered by medical prescription. Chemist has the additional meaning of a scientist who works in the field of chemistry, as in He works as an industrial chemist.

childish and childlike both refer to someone being like a child but they are used in completely different contexts. Childish is used in a derogatory way about someone to indicate that he or she is acting like a child in an immature way, as in Even though she is twenty years old she has childish tantrums when she does not get her own way and childish handwriting for an adult. Childlike is a term of approval or a complimentary term used to describe something that has some of the attractive qualities of childhood, as in She has a childlike enthusiasm for picnics and He has a childlike trust in others.

Christian name is used to mean someone’s first name as opposed to someone’s surname. It is increasingly being replaced by first name or forename since many countries have a multicultural society where there are several religions as well as Christianity.

chronic see acute.

city and town in modern usage are usually distinguished on grounds of size and status, a city being larger and more important than a town. Originally in the UK a city was a town which had special rights conferred on it by royal charter and which usually had a cathedral.

clean and cleanse as verbs both mean to clean, as in clean the house and cleanse the wound. However, cleanse tends to indicate a more thorough cleaning than clean and sometimes carries the suggestion of to purify, as in prayer cleansing the soul.

client and customer, although closely related in meaning, are not interchangeable. Client refers to a person who pays for the advice or services of a professional person, as in They are both clients of the same lawyer, a client waiting to see the bank manager and hairdressers who keep their clients waiting. Customer refers to a person who purchases goods from a shop, etc, as in customers complaining to shopkeepers about faulty goods and a regular customer at the local supermarket. Client is sometimes used in the sense of customer by shops who regard it as a more superior word, as in clients of an exclusive dress boutique.

climate no longer refers just to weather, as in gone to live in a hot climate, Britain has a temperate climate. It has extended its meaning to refer to atmosphere, as in live in a climate of despair, and to the present situation, as in businessmen nervous about the financial climate.

clone originally was a technical word meaning one of a group of offspring that are asexually produced and which are genetically identical to the parent and to other members of the group. In modern usage clone is frequently used loosely to mean something that is very similar to something else, as in In the sixties, there were many Beatles’ clones, and grey-suited businessmen looking like clones of each other.

collaborate and cooperate are not interchangeable in all contexts. They both mean to work together for a common purpose, as in The two scientists are collaborating/cooperating on cancer research and The rival building firms are collaborating/cooperating on the new shopping complex. When the work concerned is of an artistic or creative nature collaborate is the more commonly used word, as in The two directors are collaborating on the film and The composers collaborated on the theme music. Collaborate also has the meaning of to work with an enemy, especially an enemy that is occupying one’s country, as in a Frenchman who collaborated with the Germans when they installed a German government in France.

colored see black.

commence, begin, and start mean the same, but commence is used in a more formal context than the other two words, as in The legal proceedings will commence tomorrow and The memorial service will commence with a hymn. Begin and start are used less formally, as The match begins at 2 p.m. and The film has already started.

commensurate is followed by with to form a phrase meaning proportionate to, appropriate to, as in a salary commensurate with her qualifications and a price commensurate with the quality of the goods.

comparatively means relatively, in comparison with a standard, as in The house was comparatively inexpensive for that area of the city and In an area of extreme poverty, they are comparatively well off. In modern usage it is often used loosely to mean rather or fairly without any suggestion of reference to a standard, as in She has comparatively few friends and It is a comparatively quiet resort.

compare may take either the preposition to or with. To is used when two things or people are being likened to each other or being declared similar, as in He compared her hair to silk and He compared his wife to Helen of Troy. With is used when two things or people are being considered from the point of view of both similarities and differences, as in If you compare the new pupil’s work with that of the present class you will find it brilliant, and If you compare the prices in the two stores you will find that the local one is the cheaper. In modern usage the distinction is becoming blurred because the difference is rather subtle.

comparison is usually followed by the preposition with, as in In comparison with hers his work is brilliant. However, when it means the action of likening something or someone to something or someone else, it is followed by to, as in the comparison of her beauty to that of Garbo.

complementary medicine and alternative medicine are terms applied to the treatment of illness or disorders by techniques other than conventional medicine. These include homeopathy, osteopathy, acupuncture, acupressure, iridology, etc. The word complementary suggests that the said techniques complement and work alongside conventional medical techniques. Alternative medicine means the same as complementary medicine, but the term suggests that they are used instead of the techniques of conventional medicine rather than alongside them. (See also complimentary and complementary.)

complex in one of its senses is used rather loosely in modern usage. It refers technically to an abnormal state caused by unconscious repressed desires or past experiences, as in an inferiority complex. In modern usage it is used loosely to describe any obsessive concern or fear, as in She has a complex about her weight and He has a complex about his poor background. Complex is also used to refer to a group of connected or similar things. It is now used mainly of a group of buildings or units connected in some way, as in a shopping complex or a sports complex. Complex is also an adjective meaning complicated, as in His motives in carrying out the crime were complex and The argument was too complex for most people to understand.

complimentary and complementary are sometimes confused. Complimentary means conveying a compliment as in He was very complimentary about her new hat. Complimentary is also used to mean given free tickets as in They were given complimentary tickets for the opera by their company. Complementary means acting as or forming a complement and forming a satisfactory or balanced whole as in complementary medicine.

compose, comprise and constitute are all similar in meaning but are used differently. Compose means to come together to make a whole, to make up. It is most commonly found in the passive, as in The team was composed of young players and The group was composed largely of elderly people. It can be used in the active voice, as in the tribes which composed the nation and the members which composed the committee, but this use is rarer. Constitute means the same as compose but it is usually used in the active voice, as in the foodstuffs that constitute a healthy diet and the factors that constitute a healthy environment. Comprise means to consist of, to be made up of.

concave and convex are liable to be confused. Concave means curved inwards, as in The inside of a spoon would be described as concave. Convex means curved outwards, bulging, as in The outside or bottom of a spoon would be described as convex.

conducive, meaning leading to, contributing to, is followed by the preposition to, as in conditions conducive to health growth.

conform may be followed by the preposition to or the preposition with. It is followed by to when it means to keep to or comply with, as in conform to the conventions and refuse to conform to the company regulations, and with with when it means to agree with, to go along with, as in His ideas do not conform with those of the rest of the committee.

connection and connexion are different forms of the same word, meaning a relationship between two things. In modern usage connection is much the commoner spelling, as in no connection between the events and a fire caused by a faulty connection.

connote and denote can be confused. Connote means to suggest something in addition to the main, basic meaning of something, as in The fear that the word “cancer” connotes and The word “home” connotes security and love. Denote means to mean or indicate, as in The word “cancer” denotes a malignant illness and The word “home” denotes the place where one lives.

consist can be followed either by the preposition of or by the preposition in, depending on the meaning. Consist of means to be made up of, to comprise, as in The team consists of eleven players and two reserve players. Consist in means to have as the chief or only element or feature, to lie in, as in The charm of the village consists in its isolation and The effectiveness of the plan consisted in its simplicity.

constitute see compose.

contagious and infectious both refer to diseases that can be passed on to other people but they do not mean the same. Contagious means passed on by physical contact, as in He caught a contagious skin disease while working in the clinic and Ringworm is contagious. Infectious means caused by airborne or fluid-borne microorganisms, as in The common cold is highly infectious and is spread by people sneezing and coughing.

contemporary originally meant living or happening at the same time, as in Shakespeare and Marlowe were contemporary playwrights and Marlowe was contemporary with Shakespeare. Later it came to mean also happening at the present time, current, as in What is your impression of the contemporary literary scene? and Contemporary moral values are often compared unfavorably with those of the past. These two uses of contemporary can cause ambiguity. In modern usage it is also used to mean modern or up-to-date, as in extremely contemporary designs.

convex see concave.

cooperate see collaborate.

co-respondent see correspondent.

correspondent and co-respondent are liable to be confused. Correspondent refers either to a person who communicates by letter, as in They were correspondents for years but had never met, or to a person who contributes news items to a newspaper or radio or television program, as in the foreign correspondent of The Times. A co-respondent is a person who has been cited in a divorce case as having committed adultery with one of the partners.

cousin can cause confusion. The children of brothers and sisters are first cousins to each other. The children of first cousins are second cousins to each other. The child of one’s first cousin and the first cousin of one’s parents is one’s first cousin first removed. The grandchild of one’s first cousin or the first cousin of one’s grandparent is one’s second cousin twice removed.

crisis literally means turning point and should be used to refer to a turning point in an illness, as in The fever reached a crisis and she survived, and to a decisive or crucial moment in a situation, whose outcome will make a definite difference or change for better or worse, as in The financial situation has reached a crisis—the firm will either survive or go bankrupt. In modern usage crisis is increasingly used loosely for any worrying or troublesome situation, as in There’s a crisis in the kitchen. The cooker’s broken down. The plural is crises.

criterion, meaning a standard by which something or someone is judged or evaluated, as in What criterion is used for deciding which pupils will gain entrance to the school? and The standard of play was the only criterion for entrance to the golf club. It is a singular noun of which criteria is the plural, as in They must satisfy all the criteria for entrance to the club or they will be refused.

critical has two main meanings. It means finding fault, as in His report on her work was very critical. It also means at a crisis, at a decisive moment, crucial, as in It was a critical point in their relationship. This meaning is often applied to the decisive stage of an illness, as in the critical hours after a serious operation, and is used also to describe an ill person who is at a crucial stage of an illness or dangerously ill. Critical also means involved in making judgements or assessments of artistic or creative works, as in give a critical evaluation of the author’s latest novel.

crucial means decisive, critical, as in His vote is crucial since the rest of the committee is split down the middle. In modern usage it is used loosely to mean very important, as in It is crucial that you attend the meeting. Crucial is derived from crux, meaning a decisive point, as in the crux of the situation.

curriculum is derived from Latin and originally took the plural form curricula, but in modern usage the plural form curriculums is becoming common.

curriculum vitae refers to a brief account of a person’s qualifications and career to date. It is often requested by an employer when a candidate is applying for a job. Vitae is pronounced vee-ti, the second syllable rhyming with my.

data was formerly used mainly in a scientific or technical context and was always treated as a plural noun, taking a plural verb, as in compare the data which were provided by the two research projects. The singular form was datum, which is now rare. In modern usage the word data came to be used in computing, with a singular verb, as a collective noun meaning body of information, as in The data is essential for our research. This use has spread into the general language.

dates these are usually written in figures, as in 1956, rather than in words, as in nineteen fifty-six, except in formal contexts, such as legal documents. There are various ways of writing dates. The standard form in Britain is usually day followed by month followed by year, as in 24 February 1970. In America the standard form of this is February 24, 1970, and that is a possibility in Britain also. Alternatively, some people write 24th February 1970. Care should be taken with the writing of dates entirely in numbers, especially if one is corresponding with someone in America. In Britain the day of the month is put first, the month second and the year third, as in 2/3/50 or 2 March 1950. In America the month is put first, followed by the day of the month and the year. Thus in America 2/3/50 would be 3 February 1950. Centuries may be written either in figures, as in the 19th century, or in words, as in the nineteenth century. Decades and centuries are now usually written without apostrophes, as in 1980s and 1990s.

datum see data.

deadly and deathly both refer to death but they have different meanings. Deadly means likely to cause death, fatal, as in His enemy dealt him a deadly blow with his sword and He contracted a deadly disease in the jungle. Deathly means referring to death, resembling death, as in She was deathly pale with fear.

decimate literally means to kill one in ten and is derived from the practice in ancient Rome of killing every tenth soldier as a punishment for mutiny. In modern usage it has come to mean to kill or destroy a large part of, as in Disease has decimated the population. It has also come to mean to reduce considerably, as in The recession has decimated the jobs in the area.

defective and deficient are similar in meaning but are not interchangeable. Defective means having a fault, not working properly, as in She returned the defective vacuum cleaner to the shop, The second-hand car proved to be defective and He cannot be a pilot as his eyesight is defective. Deficient means having a lack, lacking in, as in The athlete is very fast but he is deficient in strength and Her diet is deficient in vitamin C.

deficient see defective.

definite article see the.

delusion and illusion in modern usage are often used interchangeably but they are not quite the same. Delusion means a false or mistaken idea or belief, as in He is under the delusion that he is brilliant and suffer from delusions of grandeur. It can be part of a mental disorder, as in He suffers from the delusion that he is Napoleon. Illusion means a false or misleading impression, as in There was no well in the desert—it was an optical illusion, The conjurer’s tricks were based on illusion and the happy childhood illusion that everyone lived happy ever after.

demise is a formal word for death, as in He never recovered from the demise of his wife. In modern usage it applies to the ending of an activity, as in The last decade saw the demise of coal-mining in the area. In modern usage it has come to mean also the decline or failure of an activity, as in the gradual demise of his business.

denouement means the final outcome, as in The novel had a unexpected denouement. It is pronounced day-noo-mon.

derisive and derisory are both adjectives connected with the noun derision but they have different meanings. Derisive means expressing derision, scornful, mocking as in give a derisive smile and His efforts were met with derisive laughter. Derisory means deserving derision, ridiculous as in Their attempts at playing the game were derisory. Derisory is frequently used to mean ridiculously small or inadequate, as in The salary offered was derisory.

despatch and dispatch are interchangeable and most common as verbs meaning to send, as in despatch/dispatch an invitation but rarer as nouns, meaning a message or report, often official, as in receive a despatch/dispatch that the soldiers were to move on. They also mean rapidity, speed, as in carry out the orders with despatch/dispatch.

dessert, pudding, sweet and afters all mean the same thing. They refer to the last and sweet course of a meal. Dessert has relatively recently become the most widespread of these terms. Pudding was previously regarded by the upper and middle classes as the most acceptable word of these, but it is now thought of by many as being rather old-fashioned or as being more suited to certain types of dessert than others—thus syrup sponge would be a pudding, but not fresh fruit salad. Sweet is a less formal word and is regarded by some people as being lower-class or regional. Afters is common only in very informal English.

devil’s advocate is a phrase that is often misunderstood. It means someone who points out the possible flaws or faults in an argument etc, as in He played the devil’s advocate and showed her the weakness in her argument so that she was able to perfect it before presenting it to the committee. The phrase is sometimes wrongly thought of as meaning someone who defends an unpopular point of view or person.

diagnosis and prognosis are liable to be confused. Both are used with reference to disease but have different meanings. Diagnosis refers to the identification of a disease or disorder, as in She had cancer but the doctor failed to make the correct diagnosis until it was too late. Prognosis refers to the prediction of the likely course of a disease or disorder, as in According to the doctor’s prognosis, the patient will be dead in six months.

dice was originally the plural form of the singular noun die, but die is now rarely used. Instead, dice is used as both a singular and a plural noun, as in throw a wooden dice and use three different dice in the same game.

different is most usually followed by the preposition from, as in Their style of living is different from ours. Different from is considered to be the most correct construction, particularly in formal English. Different to is used in informal situations, as in His idea of a good time is different to ours. Different than is used in American English.

dilemma is frequently used wrongly. It refers to a situation in which one is faced with two or more equally undesirable possibilities, as in I can’t decide which of the offers to accept. It’s a real dilemma.

dinner, lunch, supper and tea are terms that can cause confusion. Their use in the UK can vary according to country, class, region of the country and personal preference. Generally speaking, people who have their main meal in the evening call it dinner. However, people who have their main meal in the middle of the day frequently call this meal dinner. People who have dinner in the evening usually refer to their midday meal, usually a lighter meal, as lunch. A more formal version of this word is luncheon, which is now quite a rare word. Supper has two meanings, again partly dependent on class and region. It can refer either to the main meal of the day if it is eaten in the evening—when it is virtually a synonym for dinner. Alternatively, it can refer to a light snack, such as cocoa and toasted cheese, eaten late in the evening before going to bed. Tea again has two meanings when applied to a meal. It either means a light snack-type meal of tea, sandwiches and cakes eaten in the late afternoon. Alternatively, it can refer to a cooked meal, sometimes taken with tea, and also referred to as high tea, eaten in the early evening, rather than dinner later in the evening.

disabled is objected to by some people on the grounds that it is a negative term, but it is difficult to find an acceptable alternative. In politically correct language physically challenged has been suggested as has differently abled, but neither of these has gained widespread use. It should be noted that the use of the disabled should be avoided. Disabled people should be used instead.

disassociate and dissociate are used interchangeably, as in She wished to disassociate/dissociate herself from the statement issued by her colleagues, but dissociate is the more usual.

discover and invent are not interchangeable. Discover means to find something that is already in existence but is generally unknown, as in discover a new route to China and discover the perfect place for a vacation. Invent means to create something that has never before existed, as in invent the telephone and invent a new form of heating system.

disempowered in modern usage does not mean only having one’s power removed, as in The king was disempowered by the invading general, but also is seen in politically correct language as a more positive way of saying powerless.

disinterested and uninterested are often used interchangeably in modern usage to mean not interested, indifferent, as in pupils totally disinterested/uninterested in school work. Many people dislike disinterested being used in this way and regard it as a wrong use, but it is becoming increasingly common. Disinterested also means impartial, unbiased, as in ask a disinterested party to settle the dispute between them.

disorient and disorientate are used interchangeably. The town had changed so much since his last visit that he was completely disoriented/disorientated and After the blow to her head she was slightly disoriented/disorientated.

divorcee refers to a divorced person, as in a club for divorcees. Divorcé refers to a divorced man, and divorcee to a divorced woman.

double negative is the occurrence of two negative words in a single sentence or clause, as in He didn’t say nothing and We never had no quarrel. This is usually considered incorrect in standard English, although it is a feature of some social or regional dialects. The use of the double negative, if taken literally, often has the opposite meaning to the one intended. Thus He didn’t say nothing conveys the idea that He said something. Some double negatives are considered acceptable, as in I wouldn’t be surprised if they don’t turn up, although it is better to restrict such constructions to informal contexts. The sentence quoted conveys the impression that the speaker will be quite surprised if they do turn up. Another example of an acceptable double negative is I can’t not worry about the children. Anything could have happened to them. Again this type of construction is best restricted to informal contexts. It is the semi-negative forms, such as hardly and scarcely, that cause most problems with regard to double negatives, as in the following incorrect sentences, We didn’t have hardly any money to buy food and They didn’t have barely enough time to catch the bus.

doubtful and dubious can be used interchangeably in the sense of giving rise to doubt, uncertain, as in The future of the project is dubious/doubtful, and in the sense of having doubts, unsure, as in I am doubtful/dubious about the wisdom of going. Dubious also means possibly dishonest or bad, as in of dubious morals.

drawing room see sitting room.

dreamed and dreamt are interchangeable both as the past tense and the past participle of the verb dream, as in She dreamed/dreamt about living in the country and in He has dreamed/dreamt the same dream for several nights.

drier and dryer can both be used to describe a machine or appliance that dries, as in hair-drier/hair-dryer and tumbler drier/dryer. As an adjective meaning more dry, drier is the usual word, as in a drier summer than last year.

dubious see doubtful.

due to, owing to and because of should not be used interchangeably. Strictly speaking, due to should be used only adjectivally, as in His poor memory is due to brain damage and cancellations due to bad weather. When a prepositional use is required owing to and because of should be used, as in the firm was forced to close owing to a lack of capital and The train was canceled because of snow on the line. In modern usage it is quite common for due to to be used instead of owing to or because of because the distinction is rather difficult to comprehend.

e.g. means for example and is an abbreviation of the Latin phrase exempli gratia. It is used before examples of something just previously mentioned, as in He cannot eat dairy products, e.g. milk, butter and cream. A comma is usually placed just before it and, unlike some abbreviations, it usually has full stops.

each other and one another used not to be used interchangeably. It was taught that each other should be used when only two people are involved and that one another should be used when more than two people are involved, as in John and Mary really love each other and All the members of the family love one another. In modern use this restriction is often ignored.

EC and EEC both refer to the same thing, but EC, the abbreviation for Economic Community replaced EEC, the abbreviation for European Economic Community. Both have now been replaced by EU, for the European Union.

effeminate see female.

egoist and egotist are frequently used interchangeably in modern usage. Although they are not, strictly speaking, the same, the differences between them are rather subtle. Egoist refers to a person intent on self-interest, a selfish person, as in an egoist who never gave a thought to the needs of others. Egotist refers to a person who is totally self-centred and obsessed with his/her own concerns, as in a real egotist who was always talking about herself.

eke out originally meant to make something more adequate by adding to it or supplementing it, as in The poor mother eked out the small amount of meat with a lot of vegetables to feed her large family. It can now also mean to make something last longer by using it sparingly, as in try to eke out our water supply until we reach a town, and to succeed or make with a great deal of effort, as in eke out a meagre living from their small farm.

elder and older are not interchangeable. Elder is used only of people, as in The smaller boy is the elder of the two. It is frequently used of family relationships, as in His elder brother died before him. Elder used as a noun suggests experience or worthiness as well as age, as in Important issues used to be decided by the village elders and Children should respect their elders and betters. Older can be used of things as well as people, as in The church looks ancient but the castle is the older of the buildings and The smaller girl is the older of the two. It also can be used of family relationships, as in It was his older brother who helped him.

elderly, as well as meaning quite or rather old, as in a town full of middle-aged and elderly people, is a more polite term than old, no matter how old the person referred to is, as in a residential home for elderly people. Elderly is used only of people, except when used humorously, as in this cheese is getting rather elderly.

eldest and oldest follow the same pattern as elder and older, as in The smallest boy is the eldest of the three, His eldest brother lived longer than any of them, The castle is the oldest building in the town and He has four brothers but the oldest one is dead.

empathy and sympathy are liable to be confused although they are not interchangeable. Empathy means the ability to imagine and share another’s feelings, experiences, etc, as in As a single parent herself, the journalist has a real empathy with women bringing up children on their own and The writer felt a certain empathy with the subject of his biography since they both came from a poverty-stricken childhood. Sympathy means a feeling of compassion, pity or sorrow towards someone, as in feel sympathy for homeless children and show sympathy towards the widow.

endemic is usually used to describe a disease and means occurring in a particular area, as in a disease endemic to the coastal areas of the country and difficult to clear the area of endemic disease.

enervate is a word that is frequently misused. It means to weaken, to lessen in vitality, as in She was enervated by the extreme heat and Absence of funding had totally enervated the society. It is often wrongly used as though it meant the opposite, to increase vitality.

enquiry and inquiry are frequently used interchangeably, as in make enquiries/inquiries about her health. However some people see a distinction between them and use enquiry for ordinary requests for information, as in make enquiries about the times of trains. They use inquiry only for investigation, as in The police have begun a murder inquiry and launch an inquiry into the hygiene standards of the food firm.

equal can be followed either by the preposition with or the preposition to, but the two constructions are not interchangeable. Equal to is used in such sentences as He wished to climb the hill but his strength was not equal to the task. Equal with is used in such sentences as After many hours of playing the two players remained equal with each other and The women in the factory are seeking a pay scale equal with that of men.

equally should not be followed by as. Examples of it used correctly include Her brother is an expert player but she is equally talented and He is trying hard but his competitors are trying equally hard. These should not read but she is equally as talented nor but his competitors are trying equally as hard.

Esq. a word that can be used instead of Mr when addressing an envelope to a man, as in John Jones, Esq. It is mostly used in formal contexts. Note that Esq. is used instead of Mr not as well as it. It is usually spelt with a full stop.

etc the abbreviation of a Latin phrase et cetera, meaning and the rest, and other things. It is used at the end of lists to indicate that there exist other examples of the kind of thing that has just been named, as in He grows potatoes, carrots, turnips, etc, The girls can play tennis, hockey, squash, etc, The main branch of the bank can supply francs, marks, lire, kroner, etc. Etc is usually preceded by a comma and can be spelt with or without a full stop.

ethnic is a word that causes some confusion. It means of a group of people classified according to race, nationality, culture, etc, as in a cosmopolitan country with a wide variety of ethnic groups. It is frequently used loosely to mean relating to race, as in violent clashes thought to be ethnic in origin, or foreign as in prefer ethnic foods to British foods.

EU the abbreviation for the European Union, the term for the ecnomic and political grouping which has replaced the European Community and the European Economic Community.

evade and avoid are similar in meaning but not identical. Evade means to keep away from by cunning or deceit, as in The criminal evaded the police by getting his friend to impersonate him. Avoid means simply to keep away from, as in Women avoid that area of town at night.

evasion and avoidance are frequently applied to the non-payment of income tax but they are not interchangeable. Tax avoidance refers to the legal nonpayment of tax by clever means. Tax evasion refers to the illegal means of avoiding tax by cunning and dishonest means.

even should be placed carefully in a sentence since its position can influence the meaning. Compare He didn’t even acknowledge her and He didn’t acknowledge even her, and He doesn’t even like Jane, let alone love her and He hates the whole family—he doesn’t like even Jane. This shows that even should be placed immediately before the word it refers to in order to avoid ambiguity. In spoken English people often place it where it feels most natural, before the verb as in He even finds it difficult to relax on vacation. To be absolutely correct this should be He finds it difficult to relax even on vacation or Even on vacation he finds it difficult to relax.

except is commoner than except for. Except is used in such sentences as in They are all dead except his father, He goes every day except Sunday. Except for is used at the beginning of sentences, as in Except for Fred, all the workers were present, and where except applies to a longish phrase, as in There was no one present except for the maid cleaning the stairs and The house was silent except for the occasional purring of the cat. When followed by a pronoun, this should be in the accusative or objective, as in There was no one there except him and Everyone stayed late except me.

explicit and implicit are liable to be confused although they are virtually opposites. Explicit means direct, clear, as in The instructions were not explicit enough and Give explicit reasons for your decision. Explicit is often used in modern usage to mean with nothing hidden or implied, as in explicit sex scenes. Implicit means implied, not directly expressed, as in There was an implicit threat in their warning and an implicit criticism in his comments on their actions. Implicit also means absolute and unquestioning, as in an implicit faith in his ability to succeed and an implicit confidence in her talents.

extrovert and introvert are liable to be confused although they are opposites. Extrovert refers to a person who is more interested in what is going on around him/her than in his/her own thoughts and feelings, such a person usually being outgoing and sociable, as in She is a real extrovert who loves to entertain the guests at parties. Introvert refers to a person who is more concerned with his/her own thoughts and feelings than with what is going around him/her, such a person usually being shy and reserved, as in an introvert who hates having to speak in public and introverts who prefer to stay at home than go to parties. Both extrovert and introvert can be adjectives as well as nouns, as in extrovert behavior and introvert personality. Note the spelling of extrovert. It was formerly spelt with an a instead of an o.

Fahrenheit see Celsius.

family name is used in politically correct language instead of maiden name since this is thought to imply that all women are virgins before they are married. Thus Her family name was Jones would be used instead of Her maiden name was Jones. Another politically correct term is birth name, as in Her birth name was Jones.

fantastic literally means relating to fantasy, fanciful, strange, as in fantastic dreams and tales of fantastic events. In modern usage it is often used informally to mean exceptionally good, excellent, as in have a fantastic vacation and be a fantastic piano player. It can also mean in informal usage very large, as in pay a fantastic sum of money.

farther and further are not used interchangeably in all situations in modern usage. Farther is mainly restricted to sentences where physical distance is involved, as in It is farther to Glasgow from here than it is to Edinburgh. Further can also be used in this sense, as in It is further to the sea than I thought. When referring to time or extent, further is used, as in Further time is required to complete the task and The police have ordered further investigations. It can also mean additional, as in We shall require further supplies. Further, unlike farther, can be used as a verb to mean to help the progress or development of, as in further the cause of freedom.

faux pas is a French phrase that has been adopted into the English language. It means a social blunder, an indiscreet or embarrassing remark or deed, as in The hostess made a faux pas when she asked after her guest’s wife, not knowing that they had been divorced for over a year. Faux is pronounced to rhyme with foe, and pas is pronounced pa.

fax is an abbreviation of facsimile and refers to an electronic system for transmitting documents using telephone lines. As a noun, fax can refer to the machine transmitting the documents, as in the fax has broken down again, to the system used in the transmission, as in send the report by fax, and to the document or documents so transmitted, as in He replied to my fax at once.

female, feminine and feminist all relate to women but they are by no means interchangeable. Female refers to the sex of a person, animal or plant, as in the female members of the group, the female wolf and her cubs and the female reproductive cells. It refers to the childbearing sex and contrasts with male. Feminine means having qualities that are considered typical of women or are traditionally associated with women, as in wear feminine clothes, take part in supposedly feminine pursuits, such as cooking and sewing and feminine hairstyles. It is the opposite of masculine. It can be used of men as well as women, when it is usually derogatory, as in He has a very feminine voice and He walks in a very feminine way. When applied in a derogatory way to a man, feminine means much the same as effeminate. Feminine also applies to the gender of words, as in Lioness is the feminine form of lion. Feminist means referring to feminism, feminism being a movement based on the belief that women should have the same rights, opportunities, etc as men, as in management trying to avoid appointing anyone with feminist ideas and Equal opportunities is one of the aims of the feminist movement.

ferment and foment can both mean to excite, to stir up, as in Troublemakers out to ferment discontent and People out to foment trouble in the crowd. Both words have other meanings that do not relate to each other. Ferment can mean to undergo the chemical process known as fermentation, as in home-made wine fermenting in the basement. Foment can mean to apply warmth and moisture to in order to lessen pain or discomfort, as in foment the old man’s injured hip.

few and a few do not convey exactly the same meaning. Few is used to mean the opposite of many, as in We expected a good many people to come but few did and Many people entered the competition but few won a prize. The phrase a few is used to mean the opposite of none, as in We didn’t expect anyone to turn up but a few did and We thought that none of the students would get a job but a few did.

fewer see less.

fictional and fictitious are both derived from the noun fiction and are interchangeable in the sense of imagined, invented, as in a fictional character based on an old man whom he used to know and The events in the novel are entirely fictitious. However, fictitious only is used in the sense of invented, false, as in an entirely fictitious account of the accident and think up fictitious reasons for being late.

fill in and fill out are both used to mean to complete a form, etc, by adding the required details, as in fill in/fill out an application form for a passport. In British English fill in is the more common term, but fill out is the accepted term in American English.

first and firstly are now both considered acceptable in lists, although formerly firstly was considered unacceptable. Originally the acceptable form of such a list was as in There are several reasons for staying here. First, we like the house, secondly we have pleasant neighbors, thirdly we hate moving house. Some users now prefer to use the adjectival forms of second and third when using first, as in He has stated his reasons for going to another job. First, he has been offered a higher salary, second, he has more opportunities for promotion, third, he will have a company car. As indicated, firstly is now quite acceptable and is the form preferred by many people, as in They have several reasons for not having a car. Firstly they have very little money, secondly, they live right next to the bus-stop, thirdly, they feel cars are not environmentally friendly.

first name see Christian name.

fish and fishes are both found as plural forms of fish, but fish is by far the more widely used form, as in He keeps tropical fish, Some fish live in fresh water and some in the sea and There are now only three fish in the tank. Fishes is rarely used but when it is, it is usually used to refer to different species of fish, as in He is comparing the fishes of the Pacific Ocean with those of the Indian Ocean. Fish can also be used in this case.

flak originally referred to gunfire aimed at enemy aircraft, as in Pilots returning across the English Channel encountered heavy flak. In modern usage it is also applied to severe criticism, as in The government is receiving flak for raising taxes.

flammable and inflammable both mean easily set on fire, burning easily, as in Children’s nightclothes should not be made of flammable/inflammable material and The chemical is highly flammable/inflammable. Inflammable is frequently misused because some people wrongly regard it as meaning not burning easily, thinking that it is like such words as incredible, inconceivable and intolerant where the prefix in means not.

flotsam and jetsam are often used together to refer to miscellaneous objects, odds and ends, as in We have moved most of the furniture to the new house—there’s just the flotsam and jetsam left, and to vagrants and tramps, as in people with no pity in their hearts for the flotsam and jetsam of society. In the phrase flotsam and jetsam they are used as though they meant the same thing but this is not the case. Both words relate to the remains of a wrecked ship, but flotsam refers to the wreckage of the ship found floating in the water, as in The coastguards knew the ship must have broken up when they saw bits of flotsam near the rocks, while jetsam refers to goods and equipment thrown overboard from a ship in distress in order to lighten it, as in The coastguards were unable to find the ship although they found the jetsam.

forbear and forebear are interchangeable in one meaning of forbear only. Forbear is a verb meaning to refrain from, as in I hope she can forbear from pointing out that she was right and this cannot be spelt forebear. However, forebear meaning ancestor can also be spelt forbear, as in One of his forebears/forbears received a gift of land from Henry VIII. The verb forbear is pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable as for-bair. The nouns forbear and forebear are pronounced alike with the emphasis on the first syllable as for-bair. The past tense of the verb forbear is forbore, as in He forbore to mention that he was responsible for the mistake.

for ever and forever both forms are usually interchangeable meaning eternally, for all time, as in doomed to separate forever/for ever and have faith in the fact that they would dwell forever/for ever with Christ. However, in the sense of constantly or persistently, only forever is used, as in His wife was forever nagging and The child was forever asking for sweets.

former and latter are opposites. Former refers to the first of two people or things mentioned while latter refers to the second of two people or things mentioned, as in He was given two options, either to stay in his present post but accept less money or to be transferred to another branch of the company. He decided to accept the former/latter option. Former also means previous, at an earlier time, as in He is a former chairman of the company and She is a former holder of the championship title.

further see farther.

gaol see jail.

gay originally meant merry, light-hearted, as in the gay laughter of children playing and everyone feeling gay at the sight of the sunshine. Although this meaning still exists in modern usage, it is rarely used since gay has come to be an accepted word for homosexual, as in gay rights and gay bars. Although the term can be applied to men or women it is most commonly applied to men, the corresponding word for women being lesbian.

geriatric is frequently found in medical contexts to mean elderly or old, as in an ever-increasing number of geriatric patients and a shortage of geriatric wards. In such contexts geriatric is not used in a belittling or derogatory way, geriatrics being the name given to the branch of medicine concerned with the health and diseases of elderly people. However, geriatric is often used in the general language to refer to old people in a derogatory or scornful way, as in geriatric shoppers getting in the way or geriatric drivers holding up the traffic.

gibe and jibe both mean to jeer at, mock, make fun of, as in rich children gibing/jibing at the poor children for wearing out-of-date clothes. Gibe and jibe are nouns as well as verbs, as in politicians tired of the gibes/jibes of the press.

Gipsy and Gypsy (and sometimes gipsy and gypsy) are both acceptable spellings, as in Gipsies/Gypsies traveling through the country in their caravans. Some people object to the word Gipsy or Gypsy, preferring the word traveler, as in councils being asked to build sites for travelers. The term traveler can apply to a wider range of people who travel the country, as in New Age travelers, and not just to Gipsies, who are Romany in origin.

girl means a female child or adolescent, as in separate schools for girls and boys and Girls tend to mature more quickly than boys. However it is often applied to a young woman, or indeed to a woman of any age, as in He asked his wife if she was going to have a night out with the girls from the office. Many women object to this use, regarding it as patronizing, although the user of the term does not always intend to convey this impression.

gourmand and gourmet and glutton all have reference to food but they do not mean quite the same thing. Gourmand refers to a person who likes food and eats a lot of it, as in Gourmands tucking into huge helpings of the local food. It means much the same as glutton, but glutton is a more condemnatory term, as in gluttons stuffing food into their mouths. Gourmet is a more refined term, being used to refer to a person who enjoys food and who is discriminating and knowledgeable about it, as in gourmets who spend their vacations seeking out good local restaurants and produce. In modern usage gourmet is often used as an adjective to mean high-class, elaborate, expensive, as in gourmet restaurants and gourmet foods.

graffiti Italian in origin and actually the plural form of graffito, meaning a single piece of writing or drawing, but graffito is now hardly ever used in English.

green is used to mean concerned with the conservation of the environment, as in a political party concerned with green issues and buy as many green products as possible. The word is derived from German grün, the political environmental lobby having started in West Germany, as it was then called.

grey and gray are both acceptable spellings. In British English, however, grey is the more common, as in different shades of grey and grey hair, and gray is the standard form in American English.

gypsy see Gipsy.

handicapped is disliked by some people because they feel it is too negative a term. There is as yet no widespread alternative apart from disabled, although various suggestions have been made as part of the politically correct language movement, such as physically challenged and differently abled.

hard and soft are both terms applied to drugs. Hard drugs refer to strong drugs that are likely to be addictive, as in Heroin and cocaine are hard drugs. Soft drugs refer to drugs that are considered unlikely to cause addiction, as in cannabis and other soft drugs.

hardly is used to indicate a negative idea. Therefore a sentence or clause containing it does not require another negative. Sentences, such as I couldn’t hardly see him and He left without hardly a word are wrong. They should read I could hardly see him and He left with hardly a word. Hardly is followed by when, not than, as in Hardly had he entered the house when he collapsed, although the than construction is very common.

he/she is a convention used to avoid sexism. Before the rise of feminism anyone referred to, whose sex was not specified, was assumed to be male, as in Each pupil must take his book home and Every driver there parked his car illegally. The only exception to this occurred in situations that were thought to be particularly appropriate to women, as in The cook should make her own stock and The nurse has left her book behind. In modern usage where attempts are made to avoid sexism either he/she or he or she is frequently used, as in Each manager is responsible for his/her department or It is a doctor’s duty to explain the nature of the treatment to his or her patient. People who regard this convention as being clumsy should consider restructuring the sentence or putting it in the plural, as in All managers are responsible for their departments. Some users prefer to be ungrammatical and use a plural pronoun with a singular noun, as in Every pupil should take their books home and this use is becoming increasingly common, even in textbooks.

historic and historical are both adjectives formed from the noun history but they are not interchangeable. Historic refers to events that are important enough to earn, or have earned, a place in history, as in Nelson’s historic victory at Trafalgar and the astronaut’s historic landing on the moon. It can be used loosely to mean extremely memorable, as in attend a historic party. Historical means concerning past events, as in historical studies, or based on the study of history.

hopefully has two meanings. The older meaning is with hope, as in The child looked hopefully at the sweet shop window and It is better to travel hopefully than to arrive. A more recent meaning, which is disliked by some people, means it is to be hoped that, as in Hopefully we shall soon be there.

humanism and humanitarianism are liable to be confused. Humanism is a philosophy that values greatly human beings and their role, and rejects the need for religion, as in She was brought up as a Christian but she decided to embrace humanism in later life. Humanitarianism refers to the philosophy and actions of people who wish to improve the lot of their fellow human beings and help them, as in humanitarians trying to help the refugees by taking them food and clothes.

hyper- and hypo- are liable to be confused. They sound rather similar but they are opposites. Hyper- means above, excessively, as in hyperactive, hyperexcitable. Hypo- means under, beneath, as in hypothermia.

I and me are liable to be confused. I should be used as the subject of a sentence, as in You and I have both been invited, May Jane and I play? and me as the object, as in The cake was made by Mary and me and My brother and father played against my mother and me. People often assume wrongly that me is less “polite” than I. This is probably because they have been taught that in answer to such questions as Who is there? the grammatically correct reply is It is I. In fact, except in formal contexts, It is me is frequently found in modern usage, especially in spoken contexts. Confusion arises as to whether to use I or me after between. Since between is followed by an object, me is the correct form. Thus it is correct to say Just between you and me, I think he is dishonest.

i.e. is the abbreviation of a Latin phrase id est, meaning that is, as in He is a lexicographer, i.e. a person who edits dictionaries. It is mostly used in written, rather than formal contexts and usually with full stops.

identical in modern usage can be followed by either with or to. Formerly only with was considered correct, as in His new suit is identical with the one he bought last year. Now to is also considered acceptable, as in a brooch identical to one which he bought for his wife.

illegible and unreadable are not totally interchangeable. Illegible refers to something that is impossible to make out or decipher, as in her handwriting is practically illegible. Unreadable can also mean this, as in unreadable handwriting, but it can also mean unable to be read with understanding or enjoyment, as in His writing is so full of jargon that it is unreadable. Note also that some people confuse illegible with ineligible meaning not qualified or entitled to something.

imbroglio means a confused, complicated or embarrassing situation, as in politicians getting involved in an international imbroglio during the summit conference. It is liable to be misspelt and mispronounced. Note the g which is liable to be omitted erroneously as it is not pronounced. It is pronounced im-bro-lio with emphasis on the second syllable which rhymes with foe. Imbroglio is used only in formal or literary contexts.

impasse causes problems with reference to meaning, spelling and pronunciation. It means a difficult position or situation from which there is no way out, a deadlock, as in The negotiations between management and workers have reached an impasse with neither side being willing to compromise. Note the final e in the spelling. The first syllable can be pronounced am, or om in an attempt at following the original French pronunciation, although in modern usage it is frequently totally anglicized as im.

implicit see explicit.

imply and infer are often used interchangeably but they in fact are different in meaning. Imply means to suggest, to hint at, as in We felt that she was implying that he was lying and She did not actually say that there was going to be a delay but she implied it. Infer means to deduce, to conclude, as in From what the employer said we inferred that there would be some redundancies and From the annual financial reports observers inferred the company was about to go bankrupt. Note that infer doubles the r when adding -ed or -ing to form the past tense, past participle or present participle as in inferred and inferring.

impracticable and impractical are liable to be confused. Impracticable means impossible to put into practice, not workable, as in In theory the plan is fine but it is impracticable in terms of costs. Impractical means not sensible or realistic, as in It is impractical to think that you will get there and back in a day, or not skilled at doing or making things, as in He is a brilliant academic but he is hopelessly impractical.

indefinite article see here.

in lieu, which means instead of, as in receive extra pay in lieu of a vacation, causes problems with pronunciation. It may be pronounced in lew or in loo.

indexes and indices are both plural forms of the noun index. In modern usage indexes is the more common form in general language, as in Indexes are essential in large reference books. An index in this sense is an alphabetical list given at the back of a book as a guide to its contents. The form indices is mostly restricted to technical contexts, such as mathematical information. Indices is pronounced in-dis-is and is the Latin form of the plural.

individual refers to a single person as opposed to a group, as in The rights of the community matter but so do the rights of the individual. Individual is also sometimes used instead of person, but in such cases it is often used in a disapproving or belittling way, as in What an unpleasant individual she is! and The individual who designed that building should be shot.

indoor and indoors are not interchangeable. Indoor is an adjective, as in have an indoor match and indoor games. Indoors is an adverb, as in children playing outdoors instead of watching television indoors and sleep outdoors on warm evenings instead of indoors.

infer see imply.

infinite and infinitesimal are similar in meaning but are not interchangeable. Infinite means without limit, as in infinite space, or very great, as in have infinite patience and He seems to have an infinite capacity for hard work. Infinitesimal means very small, negligible, as in an infinitesimal difference in size and an infinitesimal increase. Infinitesimal is pronounced with the emphasis on the fourth syllable in-fin-it-es-im-il.

informer and informant both refer to a person who provides information but they are used in different contexts. Informer is used to refer to a person who gives information to the police or authorities about a criminal, fugitive, etc, as in The local police have a group of informers who tell them what is going on in the criminal underworld and The resistance worker was caught by enemy soldiers when an informer told them about his activities. An informant provides more general information, as in My informant keeps me up to date with changes in personnel.

in-law is usually found in compounds such as mother-in-law and father-in-law. When these compounds are in the plural the s should be added to the first word of the compound, not to in-law, as in mothers-in-law and fathers-in-law.

input used to be a technical term with particular application to computers. This meaning still exists and input can refer to the data, power, etc, put into a computer. As a verb it means to enter data into a computer, as in input the details of all the travel resorts in the area. In modern usage it is frequently used in general language to mean contribution, as in Everyone is expected to provide some input for tomorrow’s conference. It is even found in this sense as a verb, as in input a great deal to the meeting.

inquiry see enquiry.

install and instal are now both considered acceptable spellings. However, install was formerly considered to be the only correct spelling and it is still the more common. The l is doubled in instal in the past participle, past tense and present participle as in installed, installing. It means to put in, as in he installed a new television set. The noun is spelt instalment in British English and installment in American English.

instantaneously and instantly are interchangeable. Both mean immediately, at once, as in They obeyed instantaneously/instantly and The accident victims were killed instantly/instantaneously.

intense and intensive are not interchangeable. Intense means very strong, extreme, as in an intense desire to scream and unable to tolerate the intense cold on the icy slopes. Intensive means thorough, as in conduct an intensive search, and concentrated, as in an intensive course in first aid and intensive bombing.

invalid refers to two different words. If it is pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable, as in-val-id it means not valid, no longer valid, as in This visa becomes invalid after six months. If it is pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable, as in-val-id, it means a person who is ill, as in The doctor has arrived to see the invalid.

invent see discover.

inward and inwards are not used interchangeably. Inward is an adjective, as in an inward curve and No one could guess her inward feelings. Inwards is an adverb, as in toes turning inwards and thoughts turning inwards. Inward can be used as an adverb in the same way as inwards.

IQ is the abbreviation of intelligence quotient, as in He has a high IQ. It is always written in capital letters and is sometimes written with full stops and sometimes not, according to preference.

irrespective is followed by the preposition of. The phrase means not taking account of, not taking into consideration, as in All can go on the trip, irrespective of age.

irrevocable is frequently misspelt and mispronounced. Note the double r and the -able ending. It is pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable, as ir-rev-ok-ibl. When applied to legal judgements, etc, it is sometimes pronounced with the emphasis on the third syllable, as ir-rev-ok-ibl. The word means unable to be changed or revoked, as in Their decision to get divorced is irrevocable and The jury’s decision is irrevocable.

its and it’s are liable to be confused. Its is a pronoun meaning belonging to it, as in The house has lost its charm and The dog does not like its kennel. It’s means it is, as in Do you know if it’s raining? and It’s not fair to expect her to do all the chores.

jail and gaol are both acceptable spellings although jail is the more common. They mean prison and can be both nouns and verbs, as in sent to jail/gaol for killing his wife and jail/gaol him for his part in the bank robbery.

jersey see cardigan.

jetsam see flotsam.

just is liable to be put in the wrong place in a sentence. It should be placed before the word it refers to, as in He has just one book left to sell, not He just has one book left to sell. Just in the sense of in the very recent past is used with the perfect tense, as in They have just finished the job, not They just finished the job.

kind should be used with a singular noun, as This kind of accident can be avoided. This should not read These kind of accidents can be avoided. Similarly The children do not like that kind of film is correct, not The children do not like those kind of films. A plural noun can be used if the sentence is rephrased as Films of that kind are not liked by children.

kindly can be either an adjective or adverb. The adjective means kind, friendly, sympathetic, as in A kindly lady took pity on the children and lent them some money to get home and She gave them a kindly smile. The adverb means in a kind manner, as in We were treated kindly by the local people and They will not look kindly on his actions.

kind of, meaning rather, as in The food in that restaurant’s kind of expensive and She’s kind of tired of him, is informal and should be avoided in formal contexts.

knit in modern usage is becoming increasingly used as a noun to mean a knitted garment, as in a shop selling beautifully colored knits.

lady and woman cause controversy. Lady is objected to by many people when it is used instead of woman. Formerly, and still in some circles, it was regarded as a polite form of woman, as in “Please get up and give that lady a seat,” said the mother to her son. Indeed, woman was thought to be rather insulting. For many people woman is now the preferred term and lady is seen as classist, because it is associated with nobility, privilege, etc, or is considered condescending. However, lady is still quite commonly used, particularly when women are being addressed in a group, as in “Ladies, I hope we can reach our sales target,” said the manager and “Come along, ladies, the bus is about to leave.”

last is liable to cause confusion because it is not always clear which meaning is meant. Last as an adjective has several meanings. It can mean: final, as in That was the musician’s last public appearance—he died shortly after; coming after all others in time or order, as in December is the last month in the year, The last of the runners reached the finishing tape; latest, most recent, as in Her last novel is not as good as her earlier ones; and previous, preceding, as in This chapter is interesting but the last one was boring. In order to avoid confusion it is best to use a word other than last where ambiguity is likely to arise. An example of a sentence which could cause confusion is I cannot remember the title of his last book, which could mean either his latest book or his final book.

latter see former.

lavatory see toilet.

lay and lie are liable to be confused. They are related but are used in different contexts. Lay means to put or place and is a transitive verb, i.e. it takes an object. It is found in such sentences as Ask them to lay the books carefully on the table and They are going to lay a new carpet in the bedroom. Lie, meaning to rest in a horizontal position, is an intransitive verb, i.e. it does not take an object. It is found in such sentences as They were told to lie on the ground and Snow is apt to lie on the mountain tops for a long time. The confusion between the two words arises from the fact that lay is also the past tense of lie, as in He lay still on the ground and Snow lay on the mountain tops. The past tense of lay is laid, as in They laid the books on the table. There is another verb to lie, meaning to tell falsehoods, not to tell the truth, as in He was told to lie to the police. The past tense of lie in this sense is lied, as in We suspect that he lied but we cannot prove it.

leading question is often used wrongly. It should be used to mean a question that is so worded as to invite (or lead to) a particular answer desired by the questioner, as in The judge refused to allow the barrister to ask the witness the question on the grounds that it was a leading question. However, it is often used wrongly to mean a question that is difficult, unfair or embarrassing.

learn and teach are liable to be confused. Learn means to gain information or knowledge about, as in She learnt Spanish as a child, or to gain the skill of, as in She is learning to drive. Teach means to give instruction in, to cause to know something or be able to do something, as in She taught her son French and She taught her son to swim. Learn is frequently used wrongly instead of teach, as in She learnt us to drive.

learned and learnt are both acceptable forms of the past participle and past tense of the verb to learn, as in She has now learned/learnt to drive and They learned/learnt French at school. Learned in this sense can be pronounced either lernd or lernt. However, learned can also be an adjective, meaning having much knowledge, erudite, as in a learned professor, or academic, as in learned journals. It is pronounced ler-ned.

leave and let are not interchangeable. Leave go should not be substituted for let go in such sentences as Do not let go of the rope. Do not leave go of the rope is considered to be incorrect. However both leave alone and let alone can be used in the sense of to stop disturbing or interfering with, as in Leave/let the dog alone or it will bite you and leave/let your mother alone—she is not feeling well. Leave alone can also mean leave on one’s own, cause to be alone, as in Her husband went away and left her alone, but let alone cannot be used in this sense. Let alone can also mean not to mention, without considering, as in They cannot afford proper food, let alone a vacation, but leave alone should not be used in this sense.

legible and readable are not interchangeable. Legible means able to be deciphered or made out, as in His writing is scarcely legible. Readable can also be used in this sense, as in His handwriting is just not readable. However readable is also used to mean able to be read with interest or enjoyment, as in He is an expert on the subject but I think his books are simply not readable and I find her novels very readable but my friend does not like her style.

lend and loan can cause confusion. Lend is used as a verb in British English to mean to allow someone the use of temporarily, as in Can you lend me a pen? and His father refused to lend him any money. Loan is a noun meaning something lent, the temporary use of, as in They thanked her for the loan of her car. In American English loan is used as a verb to mean lend, and this use is becoming common in Britain although it is still regarded as not quite acceptable.

lengthways and lengthwise are used interchangeably, as in fold the tablecloth lengthways/lengthwise and measure the room lengthwise/lengthways.

lengthy and long are not interchangeable. Lengthy means excessively long, as in We had a lengthy wait before we saw the doctor and It was such a lengthy speech that most of the audience got bored. Lengthy is frequently misspelt. Note the g.

less and fewer are often confused. Less means a smaller amount or quantity of and is the comparative form of little. It is found in sentences such as less milk, less responsibility and less noise. Fewer means a smaller number of and is the comparative of few. It is found in sentences such as buy fewer bottles of milk, have fewer responsibilities, have fewer opportunities and hear fewer noises. Less is commonly wrongly used where fewer is correct. It is common but ungrammatical to say or write less bottles of milk and less queues in the shops during the week.

liable to and likely to both express probability. They mean much the same except that liable to suggests that the probability is based on past experience or habit. He is liable to lose his temper suggests that he has been in the habit of doing so in the past. He is likely to lose his temper suggests that he will probably lose his temper, given the situation, but that the probability is not based on how he has reacted in the past. This distinction is not always adhered to, and some people wrongly use the terms interchangeably.

libel and slander both refer to defamatory statements against someone but they are not interchangeable. Libel refers to defamation that is written down, printed or drawn, as in The politician sued the newspaper for libel when it falsely accused him of fraud. Slander refers to defamation in spoken form, as in She heard that one of her neighbors was spreading slander about her. Both libel and slander can act as verbs, as in bring a suit against the newspaper for libeling him and think that one of her neighbors was slandering her. Note that in British English the verb libel doubles the l in the past participle, past tense and present participle, as in libelled and libelling.

licence and license are liable to cause confusion in British English. Licence is a noun meaning an official document showing that permission has been given to do, use or own something, as in require a licence to have a stall in the market, have a licence to drive a car, and apply for a pilot’s licence. License is a verb meaning to provide someone with a licence, as in The council have licensed him as a street trader, The restaurant has been licensed to sell alcohol. Note licensed grocer and licensing laws but off-licence. In American English both the noun and verb are spelt license.

lie see lay.

light years are a measure of distance, not time. A light year is the distance traveled by light in one year (about six million, million miles) and is a term used in astronomy. Light years are often referred to in an informal context when time, not distance, is involved, as in Owning their own house seemed light years away and It seems light years since we had a vacation.

like tends to cause confusion. It is a preposition meaning resembling, similar to, as in houses like castles, gardens like jungles, actors like Olivier, She looks like her mother, She plays like an expert, The child swims like a fish and Like you, he cannot stand cruelty to animals. To be grammatically correct like should not be used as a conjunction. Thus The house looks like it has been deserted is incorrect. It should read The house looks as though/if it has been deserted. Similarly, Like his mother said, he has had to go to hospital should read As his mother said, he has had to go to hospital.

likeable and likable are both acceptable spellings. The word means pleasant, agreeable, friendly, as in He is a likeable/likable young man.

likely to see liable to.

literally is frequently used simply to add emphasis to an idea rather than to indicate that the word, phrase, etc, used is to be interpreted word for word. Thus, She was literally tearing her hair out does not mean that she was pulling her hair out by the handful but that she was very angry, anxious, frustrated, etc.

livid and lurid are liable to be confused although they mean different things. Livid means discolored, of a greyish tinge, as in a livid bruise on her face, and furious, as in When he saw his damaged car he was livid. Lurid means sensational, shocking, as in gave the lurid details about finding the body, and garish, glaringly bright, as in wear a lurid shade of green.

living room see sitting room.

loan see lend.

loo see toilet.

lots of and a lot of, meaning many and much, should be used only in informal contexts, as in “I’ve got lots of toys,” said the child and “You’re talking a lot of rubbish.” They should be avoided in formal prose.

lounge see sitting room.

low and lowly are not interchangeable. Low means not high, as in a low fence, a low level of income, speak in a low voice and her low status in the firm. It can also mean despicable, contemptible, as in That was a low trick or He’s a low creature. Lowly means humble, as in of lowly birth and the peasant’s lowly abode.

lunch and luncheon both refer to a meal eaten in the middle of the day. Lunch, as in a business lunch and have just a snack for lunch, is by far the more usual term. Luncheon, as in give a luncheon party for the visiting celebrity, is a very formal word and is becoming increasingly uncommon. See also dinner.

lurid see livid.

madam and madame are liable to be confused. Madam is the English-language form of the French madame. It is a form of formal of address for a woman, as in Please come this way, madam. It is used in formal letters when the name of the woman being written to is not known, as in Dear Madam. Madam can be written either with a capital letter or a lower-case letter. Madam is pronounced mad-am, with the emphasis on the first syllable. Madame, which is the French equivalent of Mrs, is occasionally found in English, as in Madame Tussaud’s, and is pronounced in the same way as madam. In French madame is pronounced ma-dam.

majority and minority are opposites. Majority means more than half the total number of, as in The majority of the pupils live locally and the younger candidate received the majority of the votes. Minority means less than half the total number of, as in A small minority of the football fans caused trouble and Only a minority of the committee voted against the motion. Majority and minority should not be used to describe the greater or lesser part of a single thing. Thus it is wrong to say The majority of the book is uninteresting.

male, masculine and mannish all refer to the sex that is not female but the words are used in different ways. Male is the opposite of female and refers to the sex of a person or animal, as in no male person may enter, a male nurse, a male elephant and the male reproductive system. Masculine is the opposite of feminine and refers to people or their characteristics. It refers to characteristics, etc, that are traditionally considered to be typically male. Examples of its use include a very masculine young man, a deep, masculine voice. It can be used of women, as in She has a masculine walk and She wears masculine clothes. When used of women it is often derogatory and is sometimes replaced with mannish, which is derogatory, as in women with mannish haircuts. Male can also be used as a noun, as in the male of the species, of the robins, the male is more colorful and the title can be held only by males.

man causes a great deal of controversy. To avoid being sexist it should be avoided when it really means person. We must find the right man for the job should read We must find the right person for the job. Similarly, All men have a right to a reasonable standard of living should read All people have a right to a reasonable standard of living or Everyone has a right to a reasonable standard of living. Problems also arise with compounds, such as chairman. In such situations person is often used, as in chairperson. Man is also used to mean mankind, humankind, as in Man is mortal and Man has the power of thought. Some people also object to this usage and consider it sexist. They advocate using humankind or the human race.

many is used in more formal contexts rather than lots of or a lot of, as in The judge said the accused had had many previous convictions. Many is often used in the negative in both formal and informal contexts, as in They don’t have many friends and She won’t find many apples on the trees now.

masculine see male.

may see can.

maybe and may be are liable to be confused although they have different meanings. Maybe is an adverb meaning perhaps, as in Maybe they lost their way and He said, “Maybe” when I asked him if he was going. It is used in more informal contexts than perhaps. May be is used as a verb in such sentences as He may be poor but he is very generous and They may be a little late.

mayoress means the wife or partner of a male mayor, as in an official dinner for the mayor and mayoress. Note that a mayor who is a woman is called either mayor or lady mayor.

me see I.

meaningful originally meant full of meaning, as in make very few meaningful statements and There was a meaningful silence. In modern usage it has come to mean important, significant, serious, as in not interested in a meaningful relationship and seeking a meaningful career. The word now tends to be very much over-used.

means in the sense of way, method can be either a singular or plural noun, as in The means of defeating them is in our hands and Many different means of financing the project have been investigated. Means in the sense of wealth and resources is plural, as in His means are not sufficient to support two families.

media gives rise to confusion. In the form of the media it is commonly applied to the press, to newspapers, television and radio, as in The politician claimed that he was being harassed by the media. Media is a plural form of medium, meaning means of communication, as in television is a powerful medium. In modern usage media is often used as a singular noun, as in The politician blamed a hostile media for his misfortunes, although this is still regarded as incorrect.

middle see centre.

mileage and milage are both acceptable spellings for the distance traveled or measured in miles, as in The car is a bargain, given the low mileage. However mileage is much more common than milage. The word also means informally benefit, advantage, as in The politician got a lot of mileage from the scandal surrounding his opponent and There’s not much mileage in pursuing that particular line of inquiry.

militate and mitigate are liable to be confused. Militate means to have or serve as a strong influence against, as in Their lack of facts militated against the success of their application and His previous record will militate against his chances of going free. Mitigate means to alleviate, as in try to mitigate the suffering of the refugees, or moderate, as in mitigate the severity of the punishment.

millennium is liable to be misspelt. Note the double n which is frequently omitted in error. The plural form is millennia. Millennium refers to a period of 1000 years, as in rock changes taking place over several millennia. In religious terms it refers to the thousand-year reign of Christ prophesied in the Bible.

minority see majority.

Miss see Ms.

misuse see abuse.

mitigate see militate.

mnemonic refers to something that aids the memory. For example, some people use a mnemonic in the form of a verse to remind them how to spell a word or to recall a date. The word is liable to be misspelt and mispronounced. Note the initial m, which is silent. Mnemonic is pronounced nim-on-ik, with the emphasis on the second syllable.

modern and modernistic are not quite the same. Modern means referring to the present time or recent times, as in the politics of modern times and a production of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night in modern dress. It also means using the newest techniques, equipment, buildings, etc, as in a modern shopping centre and a modern office complex. Modernistic means characteristic of modern ideas, fashions, etc, and is often used in a derogatory way, as in She says she hates that modernistic furniture.

modus vivendi refers to a practical, sometimes temporary, arrangement or compromise by which people who are in conflict can live or work together, as in The two opposing parties on the committee will have to reach a modus vivendi if any progress is to be made. It is a Latin phrase that literally means a way of living and is pronounced mo-dus viv-en-di.

more is used to form the comparative of adjectives and adverbs that do not form the comparative by adding -er. This usually applies to longer adjectives, as in more beautiful, more gracious, more useful, and more flattering. More should not be used with adjectives that have a comparative ending already. Thus it is wrong to write more happier. Most is used in the same way to form the superlative of adjectives and adverbs, as in most beautiful, most gracious, etc.

Moslem see Muslim.

most see more.

movable and moveable are both possible spellings but movable is the more common, as in movable possessions and machines with movable parts.

Ms, Mrs and Miss are all used before the names of women in addressing them and in letter-writing. Formerly Mrs was used before the name of a married woman and Miss before the name of an unmarried woman or girl. In modern usage Ms is often used instead of Miss or Mrs. This is sometimes because the marital status of the woman is not known and sometimes from a personal preference. Many people feel that since no distinction is made between married and unmarried men when they are being addressed, no distinction should be made between married and unmarried women. On the other hand some people, particularly older women, object to the use of Ms.

much, except in negative sentences, is used mainly in rather formal contexts, as in They own much property. A great deal of is often used instead, as in They own a great deal of property. In informal contexts a lot of is often used instead of much, as in a lot of rubbish not much rubbish. Much is used in negative sentences, as in They do not have much money.

Muslim and Moslem refer to a follower of the Islamic faith. In modern usage Muslim is the preferred term rather than the older spelling Moslem.

naught and nought are not totally interchangeable. Naught means nothing, as in All his work came to naught, and is rather a formal or literary word in this sense. Naught is also a less usual spelling of nought, which means zero when it is regarded as a number, as in nought point one (0.1).

nearby and near by can cause problems. Nearby can be either an adjective, as in the nearby village, or an adverb, as in Her mother lives nearby. Near by is an adverb, as in He doesn’t have far to go—he lives near by. In other words, the adverbial sense can be spelt either nearby or near by.

née is used to indicate the maiden or family name of a married woman, as in Jane Jones, née Smith. It is derived from French, being the feminine form of the French word for born. It can be spelt either with an acute accent on the first e or not—née or nee.

never in the sense of did not, as in He never saw the other car before he hit it, should be used in only very informal contexts. Never means at no time, on no occasion, as in He will never agree to their demands and She has never been poor. It is also used as a negative for the sake of emphasis, as in He never so much as smiled.

nevertheless and none the less mean the same thing, as in He has very little money. Nevertheless/none the less he gives generously to charity. None the less is usually written as three words but nevertheless is spelt as one word. In modern usage none the less is sometimes written as one word, as nonetheless.

next and this can cause confusion. Next in one of its senses is used to mean the day of the week, month of the year, season of the year, etc, that will follow next, as in They are coming next Tuesday, We are going on vacation next June and They are to be married next summer. This can also be used in this sense and so ambiguity can occur. Some people use this to refer to the very next Tuesday, June, summer, etc, and use next for the one after that. Thus someone might say on Sunday, I’ll see you next Friday, meaning the first Friday to come, but someone else might take that to mean a week on from that because they would refer to the first Friday to come as this Friday. The only solution is to make sure exactly which day, week, season, etc, the other person is referring to.

nice originally meant fine, subtle, requiring precision, as in There is rather a nice distinction between the two words, but it is widely used in the sense of pleasant, agreeable, etc, as in She is a nice person and We had a nice time at the picnic. It is much overused, and alternative adjectives should be found to avoid this, as in She is an amiable person and We had an enjoyable time at the picnic.

no one and no-one are interchangeable but the word is never written noone, unlike everyone. No one and no-one are used with a singular verb, as in No one is allowed to leave and No-one is anxious to leave. They are used by some people with a plural personal pronoun or possessive case when attempts are being made to avoid sexism, as in No one is expected to take their child away. The singular form is grammatically correct, as in No one is expected to take his/her child away, but it is clumsy. No one is expected to take his child away is sexist. Nobody is interchangeable with no one, as in You must tell no one/nobody about this.

nobody see no one.

none can be used with either a singular verb or plural verb. Examples of sentences using a singular verb include There is none of the food left and None of the work is good enough and None of the coal is to be used today. In sentences where none is used with a plural noun the verb was traditionally still singular, as in None of the books is suitable and None of the parcels is undamaged. This is still the case in formal contexts but, in the case of informal contexts, a plural verb is often used in modern usage, as in None of these things are any good.

none the less see nevertheless.

not only is frequently used in a construction with but also, as in We have not only the best candidate but also the most efficient organization and The organizers of the fête not only made a great deal of money for charity but also gave a great many people a great deal of pleasure.

nought see naught.

noxious and obnoxious are liable to be confused. They both refer to unpleasantness or harmfulness but they are used in different contexts. Noxious is used of a substances, fumes, etc, and means harmful, poisonous, as in firemen overcome by noxious fumes. Obnoxious means unpleasant, nasty, offensive, as in He has the most obnoxious neighbors and The child’s parents let him off with the most obnoxious behavior. Noxious is used in formal and technical contexts rather than obnoxious.

nubile originally meant old enough to marry, marriageable as in he has five nubile daughters. In modern usage nubile is frequently used in the sense of sexually attractive, as in admiring the nubile girls sunbathing on the beach and nubile models posing for magazine illustrations.

numbers can be written in either figures or words. It is largely a matter of taste which method is adopted. As long as the method is consistent it does not really matter. Some establishments, such as a publishing house or a newspaper office, will have a house style. For example, some of them prefer to have numbers up to 10 written in words, as in They have two boys and three girls. If this system is adopted, guidance should be sought as to whether a mixture of figures and words in the same sentence is acceptable, as in We have 12 cups but only six saucers, or whether the rule should be broken in such situations as in We have twelve cups but only six saucers.

nutritional and nutritious are liable to be confused. They both refer to nutrition, the process of giving and receiving nourishment but mean different things. Nutritional means referring to nutrition, as in doubts about the nutritional value of some fast foods and people who do not receive the minimum nutritional requirements. Nutritious means nourishing, of high value as a food, as in nutritious homemade soups and something slightly more nutritious than a plate of chips.

O and Oh are both forms of an exclamation made at the beginning of a sentence. Oh is the usual spelling, as in Oh well. It’s Friday tomorrow and Oh dear, the baby’s crying again.

objective and subjective are opposites. Objective means not influenced by personal feelings, attitudes, or prejudices, as in She is related to the person accused and so she cannot give an objective view of the situation and It is important that all members of a jury are completely objective. Subjective means influenced by personal feelings, attitudes and prejudices, as in It is only natural to be subjective in situations regarding one’s children and She wrote a very subjective report on the conference and did not stick to the facts. Objective can also be a noun in the sense of aim, goal, as in Our objective was to make as much money as possible. Object can also be used in this sense, as in Their main object is to have a good time.

oblivious means unaware of, unconscious of, not noticing. Traditionally it is followed by the preposition of, as in The lovers were oblivious of the rain and When he is reading he is completely oblivious of his surroundings. In modern usage its use with the preposition to is also considered acceptable, as in They were oblivious to the fact that he was cheating them and sleep soundly, oblivious to the noise.

obnoxious see noxious.

obscene and pornographic are not interchangeable. Obscene means indecent, especially in a sexual way, offending against the accepted standards of decency, as in obscene drawings on the walls of the public toilet and When his car was damaged he let out a stream of obscene language. Pornographic means intended to arouse sexual excitement as in pornographic videos and magazines with women shown in pornographic poses. Obscene is frequently misspelt. Note the c after the s.

oculist see optician.

of is sometimes wrongly used instead of the verb to have, as in He must of known she was lying instead of He must have known she was lying. The error arises because the two constructions sound alike when not emphasized.

Oh see O.

OK and okay are both acceptable spellings of an informal word indicating agreement or approval, as in OK/okay, I’ll come with you, We’ve at last been given the OK/okay to begin building. When the word is used as a verb it is more usually spelt okay because of the problem in adding endings, as in They’ve okayed our plans at last. OK is sometimes written with full stops as in O.K.

older see elder.

one is used in formal situations to indicate an indefinite person where you would be used in informal situations, as in One should not believe all one hears and One should be kind to animals. This construction can sound rather affected. Examples of the informal you include You would’ve thought he would’ve had more sense and You wouldn’t think anyone could be so stupid. One when followed by of the and a plural noun takes a singular verb, as in One of the soldiers was killed and One of the three witnesses has died. However, the constructions one of those ... who and one of those ... that take a plural verb, as in He is one of those people who will not take advice and It is one of those houses that are impossible to heat.

only must be carefully positioned in written sentences to avoid confusion. It should be placed before, or as close as possible before, the word to which it refers. Compare She drinks only wine at the weekend, She drinks wine only at the weekend and Only she drinks wine at the weekend. In spoken English, where the intonation of the voice will indicate which word only applies to, it may be placed in whichever position sounds most natural, usually between the subject and the verb, as in She only drinks wine at the weekend.

onto and on to are both acceptable forms in sentences such as The cat leapt onto/on to the table and He jumped from the plane onto/on to the ground. However, in sentences such as It is time to move on to another city, onto is not a possible alternative.

onward and onwards are not interchangeable. Onward is an adjective, as in onward motion and onward progress. Onwards is an adverb, as in march onwards and proceed onwards.

optician, ophthalmologist, optometrist and oculist all refer to a person who is concerned with disorders of the eyes but they are not interchangeable. Dispensing optician refers to a person who makes and sells spectacles or contact lenses. Ophthalmic optician refers to a person who tests eyesight and prescribes lenses. Optometrist is another term for this. Ophthalmologist refers to a doctor who specializes in disorders of the eyes and oculist is another name for this.

optimum means the most favorable or advantageous condition, situation, amount, degree, etc, as in A temperature of 20° is optimum for these plants. It is mostly used as an adjective meaning most favorable or advantageous, as in the optimum speed to run the car at, the optimum time at which to pick the fruit and the optimum amount of water to give the plants. It should not be used simply as a synonym for best.

optometrist see optician.

orientate and orient are both acceptable forms of the same word. Orientate is the more common in British English but the shorter form, orient, is preferred by some people and is the standard form in American English. They are verbs that mean: to get one’s bearings, as in difficult to orientate/orient themselves in the mist on the mountain; to adjust to new surroundings, as in It takes some time to orientate/orient oneself in a new job; to direct at, as in The course is orientated/oriented at older students; to direct the interest of to, as in try to orientate/orient students towards the sciences.

orthopedic and pediatric are liable to be confused. They both apply to medical specialties but they are different. Orthopedic means referring to the treatment of disorders of the bones, as in attend the orthopedic clinic with an injured back. Pediatric means referring to the treatment of disorders associated with children, as in Her little boy is receiving treatment from a pediatric consultant. In British English these are respectively spelt orthopaedic and paediatric.

other than can be used when other is an adjective or pronoun, as in There was no means of entry other than through a trap door and He disapproves of the actions of anyone other than himself. Traditionally, it should not be used as an adverbial phrase, as in It was impossible to get there other than by private car. In such constructions otherwise than should be used, as in It is impossible to get there otherwise than by private car. However, other than used adverbially is common in modern usage.

otherwise traditionally should not be used as an adjective or pronoun, as in Pack your clothes, clean or otherwise and We are not discussing the advantages, or otherwise, of the scheme at this meeting. It is an adverb, as in We are in favor of the project but he obviously thinks otherwise and The hours are rather long but otherwise the job is fine. See other than.

owing to see due to.

p see pence.

panacea and placebo are liable to be confused. Panacea means a universal remedy for all ills and troubles, as in The new government does not have a panacea for the country’s problems. It is often used loosely to mean any remedy for any problem, as in She thinks that a vacation will be a panacea for his unhappiness. Panacea is pronounced pan-a-see-a. Placebo refers to a supposed medication that is just a harmless substance given to a patient as part of a drugs trial etc, as in She was convinced the pills were curing her headaches but the doctor had prescribed her a placebo. It is pronounced pla-see-bo.

parameter is a mathematical term that is very loosely used in modern usage to mean limit, boundary, framework or limiting feature or characteristic, as in work within the parameters of our budget and resources. The word is over-used and should be avoided where possible. The emphasis is on the second syllable as par-am-it-er.

paranoid is an adjective meaning referring to a mental disorder, called paranoia, characterized by delusions of persecution and grandeur, as in a paranoid personality. In modern usage it is used loosely to mean distrustful, suspicious of others, anxious, etc, when there is no question of actual mental disorder, as in It is difficult to get to know him—he’s so paranoid and paranoid about people trying to get his job. Paranoia is pronounced par-a-noy-a.

paraphernalia means all the bits and pieces of equipment required for something, as in all the paraphernalia needed to take a baby on vacation and put his angling paraphernalia in the car. Strictly speaking it is a plural noun but it is now frequently used with a singular verb, as in The artist’s paraphernalia was lying all over the studio. Paraphernalia is liable to be misspelt. Note the er before the n.

parlor see sitting room.

particular means: special or exceptional, as in a matter of particular importance; or individual, as in Have you a particular person in mind?; and concerned over details, fastidious, as in very particular about personal hygiene. Particular is often used almost meaninglessly, as in this particular dress and this particular car, when particular does not add much to the meaning.

partner can be used to indicate one half of an established couple, whether the couple are married or living together, as in Her partner was present at the birth of their child.

passed and past are liable to be confused. Passed is the past participle and past tense of the verb to pass, as in She has already passed the exam and They passed an old man on the way. Past is used as a noun, as in He was a difficult teenager but that is all in the past now and He has a murky past. It is also used as an adjective, as in I haven’t seen him in the past few weeks and Her past experiences have affected her opinion of men. Past can also be a preposition, as in We drove past their new house, It’s past three o’clock and He’s past caring. It can also be an adverb, as in He watched the athletes running past and The boat drifted past.

patent, in British English, is usually pronounced pay-tent, as in patent leather dancing shoes. Patent in the sense of obvious, as in his patent dislike of the situation and It was quite patent that she loved him is also pronounced in that way. Patent in the sense of a legal document giving the holder the sole right to make or sell something and preventing others from imitating it, as in take out a patent for his new invention, can be pronounced either pay-tent or pat-ent. Patent in this last sense can also be a verb, as in He should patent his invention as soon as possible.

peddler and pedlar are not interchangeable in British English. Peddler refers particularly to a person who peddles drugs, as in drug-peddlers convicted and sent to prison. Pedlar refers to a person who sells small articles from house to house or from place to place, as in pedlars selling ribbons at the fair.

pediatric see orthopedic.

pence, p and pennies are liable to be confused. Pence is the plural form of penny, as in There are a hundred pence in the pound. It is commonly found in prices, as in apples costing 10 pence each. Pence has become much more common than pennies, which tends to be associated with pre-decimalization money (the British currency was decimalized in 1972), as in There were twelve pennies in one shilling. Pence is sometimes used as though it were singular, as in I have no one-pence pieces. In informal contexts p is often used, as in Have you got a l0p (pronounced ten pee) piece? and Those chocolate bars are 15p. Pence in compounds is not pronounced in the same way as pence was pronounced in compounds before decimalization. Such words as ten pence are now pronounced ten pens, with equal emphasis on each word. In pre-decimalization days it was pronounced ten-pens, with the emphasis on the first word.

pennies see pence.

people is usually a plural noun and so takes a plural verb, as in The local people were annoyed at the stranger’s behavior and People were being asked to leave. In the sense of nation, race or tribe it is sometimes treated as a singular noun, as in the nomadic people of the world. People acts as the plural of person, as in There’s room for only one more person in that car but there’s room for three people in this one. In formal or legal contexts persons is sometimes used as the plural of person, as in The lift had a notice saying “Room for six persons only.”

per capita is a formal expression meaning for each person, as in The cost of the trip will be $300 per capita. It is a Latin phrase which has been adopted into English and literally means by heads. It is pronounced per ka-pi-ta.

per cent is usually written as two words. It is used adverbially in combination with a number in the sense of in or for each hundred, as in thirty per cent of the people are living below the poverty line. The number can be written in figures, as in 50 per cent of the staff are married. The symbol % is often used instead of the words per cent, especially in technical contexts, as in make savings of up to 30%. Per cent in modern usage is sometimes used as a noun, as in They have agreed to lower the price by half a per cent.

per means for each and is used to express rates, prices, etc, as in driving at 60 miles per hour, cloth costing $5 per square metre, The cost of the trip is $20 per person and The fees are $1000 a term per child. It can also mean in each, as in The factory is inspected three times per year.

per se is a Latin phrase that has been adapted into English and means in itself, as in The substance is not per se harmful but it might be so if it interacts with other substances and Television is not per se bad for children. It should be used only in formal contexts.

percentage refers to the rate, number or amount in each hundred, as in the number of unemployed people expressed as a percentage of the adult population and What percentage of his salary is taxed? It is also used to mean proportion, as in Only a small percentage of last year’s students have found jobs and A large percentage of the workers are in favor of a strike. In modern usage it is sometimes used to mean a small amount or a small part, as in Only a small percentage of the students will find work.

perquisite see prerequisite.

person is now used in situations where man was formerly used to avoid sexism in language. It is used when the sex of the person being referred to is either unknown or not specified, as in They are advertising for another person for the warehouse. It often sounds more natural to use someone, as in They are looking for someone to help out in the warehouse. Person is often used in compounds, as in chairperson, spokesperson and salesperson, although some people dislike this convention and some compounds, such as craftsperson, have not really caught on. Person has two possible plurals. See people. Person with and people with are phrases advocated in politically correct language to avoid negative terms such as victim, sufferer, as in person with AIDS.

phenomenal means referring to a phenomenon. It is often used to mean remarkable, extraordinary, as in a phenomenal atmospheric occurrence, and in modern usage it is also used loosely to mean very great, as in a phenomenal increase in the crime rate and a phenomenal achievement. This use is usually restricted to informal contexts.

phenomenon is a singular noun meaning a fact, object, occurrence, experience, etc, that can be perceived by the senses rather than by thought or intuition, as in She saw something coming out of the lake but it remained an unexplained phenomenon. It can also mean a strange, unusual or remarkable fact, event or person of some particular significance, as in Single parenthood is a phenomenon of the l990s. The plural is phenomena, as in natural phenomena. It is a common error to treat phenomena as a singular noun. Note also the spelling of phenomenon as it is liable to be misspelt.

phone, which is a short form of telephone, is not regarded as being as informal as it once was. It is quite acceptable in sentences such as He contacted his mother by phone. Note that phone is now spelt without an apostrophe.

phoney and phony are both acceptable spellings but phoney is the more common in British English. The word means pretending or claiming to be what one is not, fake, as in He has a phoney American accent and There’s something phoney about him.

placebo see panacea.

plane and airplane mean the same thing, both referring to a machine that can fly and is used to carry people and goods. In modern usage plane is the usual term, as in The plane took off on time and nearly miss the plane. Airplane is slightly old-fashioned or unduly formal, as in Her elderly parents say that they refuse to travel by airplane. The British English spelling is aeroplane. Note that plane is not spelt with an apostrophe although it is a shortened form.

pleaded and pled mean the same thing, both being the past tense and past participle of the verb to plead. Pleaded is the usual form in British English, as in They pleaded with the tyrant to spare the child’s life and The accused pleaded guilty. Pled is the usual form in American English as in The accused pled guilty.

plenty is used only informally in some contexts. It is acceptable in formal and informal contexts when it is followed by the preposition of, as in We have plenty of food, or when it is used as a pronoun without the of construction, as in You can borrow some food from us—we have plenty. Some people think its use as an adjective, as in Don’t hurry—we have plenty time and There’s plenty food for all in the fridge, should be restricted to informal contexts. As an adverb it is a acceptable in both formal and informal contexts in such sentences as Help yourself—we have plenty more. However, such sentences as The house is plenty big enough for them is suitable only for informal or slang contexts.

political correctness is a modern movement aiming to remove all forms of prejudice in language, such as sexism, racism and discrimination against disabled people. Its aims are admirable but in practice many of the words and phrases suggested by advocates of political correctness are rather contrived or, indeed, ludicrous. The adjective is politically correct.

practicable and practical should not be used interchangeably. Practicable means able to be done or carried out, able to be put into practice, as in His schemes seem fine in theory but they are never practicable. Practical has several meanings: concerned with action and practice rather than with theory, as in He has studied the theory but has no practical experience of the job; suitable for the purpose for which it was made, as in practical shoes for walking; useful, as in a practical device with a wide range of uses; clever at doing and making things, as in She’s very practical when it comes to dealing with an emergency; virtual, as in He’s not the owner but he’s in practical control of the firm.

practically can mean in a practical way, as in Practically, the scheme is not really possible, but in modern usage it is usually used to mean virtually, as in He practically runs the firm although he is not the manager, and almost, as in The driver of that car practically ran me over.

prefer is followed by the preposition to not than, as in She prefers dogs to cats, They prefer Paris to London and They prefer driving to walking.

prerequisite and perquisite are liable to be confused although they are completely different in meaning. Prerequisite refers to something required as a condition for something to happen or exist, as in Passing the exam is a prerequisite for his getting the job and A certain amount of studying is a prerequisite of passing the exam. Perquisite means money or goods given as a right in addition to one’s pay, as in various perquisites such as a company car. It is frequently abbreviated to perks, as in The pay’s not very much but the perks are good.

prevaricate and procrastinate are liable to be confused although they have completely different meanings. Prevaricate means to try to avoid telling the truth by speaking in an evasive or misleading way, as in She prevaricated when the police asked her where she had been the previous evening. Procrastinate means to delay or postpone action, as in The student has been procrastinating all term but now he has to get to grips with his essay.

preventative and preventive both mean preventing or intended to prevent, precautionary, as in If you think the staff are stealing from the factory you should take preventative/preventive measures and Preventative/preventive medicine seeks to prevent disease and disorders rather than cure them. Preventive is the more frequently used of the two terms.

prima facie is a Latin phrase that has been adopted into English. It means at first sight, based on what seems to be so and is mainly used in legal or very formal contexts, as in The police say they have prima facie evidence for arresting him but more investigation is required. The phrase is pronounced pri-ma fay-shee.

prognosis see diagnosis.

programme and program are liable to cause confusion. In American English, program is the accepted spelling for all senses of both noun and verb. In British English programme is the acceptable spelling in such senses as a television programme, put on a varied programme of entertainment, buy a theatre programme and launch an ambitious programme of expansion. However, in the computing sense, program is used. Programme can also be a verb that means: to plan, to schedule, as in programme the trip for tomorrow; to cause something to conform to a particular set of instructions, as in programme the central heating system; or to cause someone to behave in a particular way, especially to conform to particular instructions, as in Her parents have programmed her to obey them implicitly. In the computing sense of to provide with a series of coded instructions, the verb is spelt program and the m is doubled to form the past participle, past tense and present participle, as programmed and programming.

protagonist was originally a term for the chief character in a drama, as in Hamlet is the protagonist in the play that bears his name. It then came to mean also the leading person or participant in an event, dispute, etc, as in The protagonists on each side of the dispute had a meeting. In modern usage it can now also mean a leading or notable supporter of a cause, movement, etc, as in She was one of the protagonists of the feminist movement.

provided and providing are used interchangeably and mean on the condition that, as in You may go provided/providing that you have finished your work and He can borrow the car provided/providing he pays for the petrol. That is optional.

pudding see dessert.

pupil and student are not interchangeable in British English. Pupil refers to a child or young person who is at school, as in primary-school pupils and secondary-school pupils. Student refers to a person who is studying at a place of further education, at a university or college, as in students trying to find work during the vacations. In modern usage senior pupils at secondary school are sometimes known as students. Pupil can also refer to a person who is receiving instruction in something from an expert as in The piano teacher has several adult pupils. Student can also refer to a person who is studying a particular thing, as in In his leisure time he is a student of local history. In American English student refers to people at school as well as to people in further education.

quasi- is Latin in origin and means as if, as it were. In English it is combined with adjectives in the sense of seemingly, apparently, but not really, as in He gave a quasi-scientific explanation of the occurrence which convinced many people but did not fool his colleagues, or partly, to a certain extent but not completely, as in It is a quasi-official body which does not have full powers. Quasi- can also be combined with nouns to mean seeming, but not really, as in a quasi-socialist who is really a capitalist and a quasi-Christian who will not give donations to charity. Quasi- has several possible pronunciations. It can be pronounced kway-zi, kway-si or kwah-si.

queer in the sense of homosexual is usually used in a slang, derogatory or offensive way.

question see beg the question; leading question.

quick is an adjective meaning fast, rapid, as in a quick method, a quick route and a quick walker. It should not be used as an adverb, as in Come quick, in formal contexts since this is grammatically wrong (rather Come quickly).

quite has two possible meanings when used with adjectives. It can mean fairly, rather, somewhat, as in She’s quite good at tennis but not good enough to play in the team and The house is quite nice but it’s not what we’re looking for. Where the indefinite article is used, quite precedes it, as in quite a good player and quite a nice house. Quite can also mean completely, totally, as in We were quite overwhelmed by their generosity and It is quite impossible for him to attend the meeting.

raison d’être is French in origin and is used in English to mean a reason, a justification for the existence of, as in Her children are her raison d’être and His only raison d’être is his work. The phrase is liable to be misspelt. Note the circumflex (^) on the first e. It is pronounced ray-zon detr.

rara avis is French in origin and means literally rare bird. In English it is used to refer to a rare or unusual person or thing, as in a person with such dedication to a company is a rara avis. It is pronounced ray-ra ayv-is or ra-ra ay-vis.

ravage and ravish are liable to be confused. They sound rather similar although they have different meanings. Ravage means to cause great damage to, to devastate, as in low-lying areas ravaged by floods and a population ravaged by disease, or to plunder, to rob, as in neighboring tribes ravaging their territory. Ravish means either to delight greatly, to enchant, as in The audience were ravished by the singer’s performance. It also means to rape, as in The girl was ravished by her kidnappers, but this meaning is old-fashioned and found only in formal or literary contexts.

re- is a common prefix, meaning again, in verbs. In most cases it is not followed by a hyphen, as in retrace one’s footsteps, a retrial ordered by the judge and reconsider his decision. However, it should be followed by a hyphen if its absence is likely to lead to confusion with another word, as in re-cover a chair/recover from an illness, re-count the votes/recount a tale of woe, the re-creation of a 17th-century village for a film set/play tennis for recreation and re-form the group/reform the prison system. In cases where the second element of a word begins with e, re- is traditionally followed by a hyphen, as in re-educate, re-entry and re-echo, but in modern usage the hyphen is frequently omitted.

re, meaning concerning, with reference to, as in Re your correspondence of 26 November, should be restricted to business or formal contexts.

readable see legible.

re-cover, recover see re-.

re-creation, recreation see re-.

referendum causes problems with regard to its plural form. It has two possible plural forms, referendums or referenda. In modern usage referendums is the more usual plural. Referendum means the referring of an issue of public importance to a general vote by all the people of a country, as in they held a referendum on whether to join the EU.

re-form, reform see re-.

registry office and register office are interchangeable, although registry office is the more common term in general usage. The words refer to an office where civil marriage ceremonies are performed and where births, marriages and deaths are recorded, as in She wanted to be married in church but he preferred a registry-office ceremony and register the child’s birth at the local registry office.

rigor (American English)/rigour (British English), and rigor (mortis) are liable to be confused. They look similar but they have completely different meanings. Rigor/rigour means severity, strictness, as in the rigor/rigour of the punishment, and harshness, unpleasantness, as in the rigor/rigour of the climate (in this sense it is often in the plural, rigors), and strictness, detailedness, as in the rigor/rigour of the editing. Rigor is a medical term meaning rigidity, as in muscles affected by rigor, or a feeling of chilliness often accompanied by feverishness, as in infectious diseases of which rigor is one of the symptoms. Rigor is also short for rigor mortis, meaning the stiffening of the body that occurs after death. The first syllable of rigor is pronounced to rhyme with big, but rigor can be pronounced either in this way or with the i pronounced as in ride.

roof causes problems with regard to its plural form. The usual plural is roofs, which can be pronounced either as it is spelt, to rhyme with hoofs, or to rhyme with hooves.

rout and route are liable to be confused. They look similar but are pronounced differently and have completely different meanings. Rout as a noun means overwhelming defeat, as in the rout of the opposing army, and as a verb to defeat utterly, as in Their team routed ours last time. Route refers to a way of getting somewhere, as in the quickest route and the scenic route. Route can also be a verb meaning to arrange a route for, to send by a certain route, as in route the visitors along the banks of the river. Rout is pronounced to rhyme with shout. Route is pronounced to rhyme with brute.

scarfs and scarves are both acceptable spellings of the plural of scarf meaning a piece of cloth worn around the neck or the head, as in a silk scarf at her neck and wearing a head scarf.

Scotch, Scots and Scottish are liable to be confused. Scotch is restricted to a few set phrases, such as Scotch whisky, Scotch broth and Scotch mist. As a noun Scotch refers to Scotch whisky, as in have a large Scotch with ice. Scots as an adjective is used in such contexts as Scots accents, Scots people and Scots attitudes. As a noun Scots refers to the Scots language, as in He speaks standard English but he uses a few words of Scots. The noun Scot is used to refer to a Scottish person, as in Scots living in London. Scottish is found in such contexts as Scottish literature, Scottish history and Scottish culture.

sculpt and sculpture are interchangeable as verbs meaning to make sculptures, to practice sculpting, as in commissioned to sculpt/sculpture a bust of the chairman of the firm and She both paints and sculpts/sculptures.

seize note the ei combination, which is an exception to the “i before e except after c” rule.

sentiment and sentimentality are liable to be confused. They are related but have different shades of meaning. Sentiment means feeling, emotion, as in His actions were the result of sentiment not rationality. It also means attitude, opinion, as in a speech full of anti-Christian sentiments. Sentimentality is the noun from the adjective sentimental and means over-indulgence in tender feelings, as in dislike the sentimentality of the love songs and She disliked her home town but now speaks about it with great sentimentality.

sexism in language has been an issue for some time, and various attempts have been made to avoid it. For example, person is often used where man was traditionally used and he/she substituted for he in situations where the sex of the relevant person is unknown or unspecified.

ship see boat.

sine qua non is a Latin phrase that has been adopted into English and means essential condition, something that is absolutely necessary, as in It is a sine qua non of the agreement that the rent is paid on time. It is used only in formal or legal contexts.

sitting room, living room, lounge, parlor and drawing room all refer to a room in a house used for relaxation and the receiving of guests. Which word is used is largely a matter of choice. Some people object to the use of lounge as being pretentious but it is becoming increasingly common. Drawing room is a more formal word and applies to a room in rather a grand residence.

skillful, as in admire his skillful handling of the situation is frequently misspelt. Note the double l before the f. In British English the word is spelt skilful.

slander see libel.

sometime and some time are liable to be confused. Sometime means at an unknown or unspecified time, as in We must get together sometime and I saw her sometime last year. There is a tendency in modern usage to spell this as some time. Originally some time was restricted to meaning a period of time, as in We need some time to think.

spelled and spelt are both acceptable forms of the past tense and past participle of the verb to spell, as in They spelled/spelt the word wrongly and He realized that he had spelled/spelt the word wrongly.

stadium causes problems with regard to its plural form. Stadiums and stadia are both acceptable. Stadium is derived from Latin and the original plural form followed the Latin and was stadia. However, anglicized plural forms are becoming more and more common in foreign words adopted into English, and stadiums is now becoming the more usual form.

stanch and staunch are both acceptable spellings of the word meaning to stop the flow of, as in stanch/staunch the blood from the wound in his head and try to stanch/staunch the tide of violence. Staunch also means loyal, firm, as in the team’s staunch supporters.

start see commence.

stationary and stationery are liable to be confused. They sound alike but have completely different meanings. Stationary means not moving, standing still, as in stationary vehicles. Stationery refers to writing materials, as in office stationery. An easy way to differentiate between them is to remember that stationery is bought from a stationer, which, like baker and butcher, ends in -er.

staunch see stanch.

stimulant and stimulus are liable to be confused. Formerly the distinction between them was quite clear but now the distinction is becoming blurred. Traditionally stimulant refers to a substance, such as a drug, that makes a person more alert or more active, as in Caffeine is a stimulant. Stimulus traditionally refers to something that rouses or encourages a person to action or greater effort, as in The promise of more money acted as a stimulus to the work force and they finished the job in record time. In modern usage the words are beginning to be used interchangeably. In particular, stimulus is used in the sense of stimulant as well as being used in its own original sense.

straight away and straightaway are both acceptable ways of spelling the expression for without delay, at once, as in attend to the matter straight away/straightaway.

strata see stratum.

stratagem and strategy are liable to be confused. They look and sound similar but they have different meanings. Stratagem means a scheme or trick, as in think of a stratagem to mislead the enemy and devise a stratagem to gain entry to the building. Strategy refers to the art of planning a campaign, as in generals meeting to put together a battle strategy, and a plan or policy, particularly a clever one, designed for a particular purpose, as in admire the strategy which he used to win the game.

stratum and strata are liable to be confused. Stratum is the singular form and strata is the plural form of a word meaning a layer or level, as in a stratum of rock and different strata of society. It is a common error to use strata as a singular noun.

student see pupil.

subconscious and unconscious are used in different contexts. Subconscious means concerning those areas or activities of the mind of which one is not fully aware, as in a subconscious hatred of her parents and a subconscious desire to hurt her sister. Unconscious means unaware, as in She was unconscious of his presence and unconscious of the damage which he had caused, and unintentional, as in unconscious humor and an unconscious slight. Unconscious also means having lost consciousness, insensible, as in knocked unconscious by the blow to his head.

subjective see objective.

such as and like are liable to be confused. Such as is used to introduce examples, as in herbs, such as chervil and parsley and citrus fruits, such as oranges and lemons. Like introduces comparisons, as in She hates horror films like Silence of the Lambs, and Very young children, like very old people, have to be kept warm.

supper see dinner.

syndrome in its original meaning refers to a set of symptoms and signs that together indicate the presence of a physical or mental disorder, as in Down’s syndrome. In modern usage it is used loosely to indicate any set of events, actions, characteristics, attitudes that together make up, or are typical of, a situation, as in He suffers from the “I’m all right Jack” syndrome and doesn’t care what happens to anyone else and They seem to be caring people but they are opposing the building of an AIDS hospice in their street—a definite case of “the not-in-my-back-yard” syndrome.

tea see dinner.

teach see learn.

telephone see phone.

terminal and terminus in some contexts are interchangeable. They both refer to the end of a bus route, the last stop on a bus route, the building at the end of a bus route, as in The bus doesn’t go any further—this is the terminus/terminal, but terminus is the more common term in this sense. They can also both mean the end of a railway line, the station at the end of a railway line, but terminal is the more common term in this sense. Terminal can refer to a building containing the arrival and departure areas for passengers at an airport and a building in the centre of a town for the arrival and departure of air passengers. Terminal also refers to a point of connection in an electric circuit, as in the positive and negative terminals, and apparatus, usually consisting of a keyboard and screen, for communicating with the central processor in a computing system, as in He has a dumb terminal so he can read information but not input it. As an adjective terminal means of, or relating to, the last stage in a fatal illness, as in a terminal disease and terminal patients.

than is used to link two halves of comparisons or contrasts, as in Peter is considerably taller than John is, He is older than I am and I am more informed about the situation than I was yesterday. Problems arise when the relevant verb is omitted. In order to be grammatically correct, the word after than should take the subject form if there is an implied verb, as in He is older than I (am). However this can sound stilted, as in She works harder than he (does), and in informal contexts this usually becomes She works harder than him. If there is no implied verb, the word after than is in the object form, as in rather you than me!

the the definite article, which usually refers back to something already identified or to something specific, as in Where is the key?, What have you done with the book that I gave you? and We have found the book that we had lost. It is also used to denote someone or something as being the only one, as in the House of Lords, the King of Spain and the President of Russia and to indicate a class or group, as in the aristocracy, the cat family and the teaching profession. The is sometimes pronounced thee when it is used to identify someone or something unique or important, as in Is that the (thee) John Frame over there? and She is the (thee) fashion designer of the moment.

their and there are liable to be confused because they sound similar. There means in, to or at that place, as in place it there and send it there. Their is the possessive of they, meaning of them, belonging to them, as in their books and their mistakes.

their and they’re are liable to be confused because they sound similar. Their is the possessive of they, meaning of them, belonging to them, as in their cars and their attitudes. They’re is a shortened form of they are, as in They’re not very happy and They’re bound to lose.

their used in conjunction with anyone, everyone, no one and someone, is becoming increasingly common, even in textbooks, although this use is ungrammatical. The reason for this is to avoid the sexism of using his when the sex of the person being referred to is either unknown or unspecified, and to avoid the clumsiness of his/her or his or her. Examples of they being so used include Everyone must do their best and No one is to take their work home.

this see next.

till and until are more or less interchangeable except that until is slightly more formal, as in They’ll work till they drop and Until we assess the damage we will not know how much the repairs will cost.

toilet, lavatory, loo and bathroom all have the same meaning but the context in which they are used sometimes varies. Toilet is the most widely used of the words and is used on signs in British public places. The informal loo is also very widely used. Lavatory is less common nowadays although it was formerly regarded by all but the British working class and lower-middle class as the most acceptable term. Bathroom in British English usually refers to a room containing a bath, but in American English it is the usual word for toilet. Ladies and Gents are terms for toilet, particularly in public places. Powder room also means this, as does the American English rest room.

town see city.

trade names should be written with a capital letter, as in Filofax and Jacuzzi. When trade names are used as verbs they are written with a lower-case letter, as in hoover the carpet.

try to and try and are interchangeable in modern usage. Formerly try and was considered suitable only in spoken and very informal contexts, but it is now considered acceptable in all but the most formal contexts, as in Try to/and do better and They must try to/and put the past behind them.

ultra is used as a prefix meaning going beyond, as in ultraviolet and ultrasound, or extreme, very, as in ultra-sophisticated, ultra-modern and ultra-conservative. Compounds using it may be spelt with or without a hyphen. Words such as ultrasound and ultraviolet are usually spelt as one word, but words with the second sense of ultra, such as ultra-sophisticated, are often hyphenated.

unconscious see subconscious.

under way, meaning in progress, is traditionally spelt as two words, as in Preparations for the conference are under way. However, in modern usage it is frequently spelt as one word, as in The expansion project is now underway. It is a common error to write under weigh.

underhand and underhanded are interchangeable in the sense of sly, deceitful, as in He used underhand/underhanded methods to get the job and It was underhand/underhanded of him to not to tell her that he was leaving. Underhand is the more common of the two terms.

uninterested see disinterested.

unique traditionally means being the only one of its kind, as in a unique work of art and everyone’s fingerprints are unique, and so cannot be modified by such words as very, rather, more, etc, although it can be modified by almost and nearly. In modern usage unique is often used to mean unrivalled, unparalleled, outstanding, as in a unique opportunity and a unique performance.

unreadable see illegible.

until see till.

up and upon mean the same and are virtually interchangeable, except that upon is slightly more formal. Examples include sitting on a bench, the carpet on the floor, the stamp on the letter, caught with the stolen goods on him and something on his mind; and She threw herself upon her dying mother’s bed, a carpet of snow upon the ground, and Upon his arrival he went straight upstairs.

upward and upwards are not interchangeable. Upward is used as an adjective, as in on an upward slope and an upward trend in prices. Upwards is an adverb, as in look upwards to see the plane.

vacation is the usual word in American English for the British English word holiday. In British English vacation is mostly restricted to a university or college situation, as in students seeking paid employment during their vacation.

verbal and oral are liable to be confused. Oral means expressed in speech, as in an oral, rather than a written examination. Verbal means expressed in words, as in He asked for an instruction diagram but he was given verbal instructions and They were going to stage a protest match but they settled for a verbal protest. It is also used to mean referring to the spoken word, expressed in speech, as in a verbal agreement. Because of these two possible meanings, the use of verbal can lead to ambiguity. In order to clarify the situation, oral should be used when expressed in speech is meant. Verbal can also mean referring to verbs, as in verbal endings.

vice versa means the other way round, with the order reversed, as in He will do his friend’s shift and vice versa and Mary dislikes John and vice versa. It is pronounced vis-e ver-sa, vi-si ver-sa or vis ver-sa and is derived from Latin.

vis-à-vis means in relation to, as in their performance vis-à-vis their ability and the company’s policy vis-à-vis early retirement. It is pronounced vee-za-vee and is derived from French. Note the accent on the a.

-ways see -wise.

what ever and whatever are not interchangeable. What ever is used when ever is used for emphasis, as in What ever does he think he’s doing? and What ever is she wearing? Whatever means anything, regardless of what, no matter what, as in Help yourself to whatever you want and Whatever he says I don’t believe him.

which and what can cause problems. In questions which is used when a limited range of alternatives is suggested, as in Which book did you buy in the end? and what is used in general situations, as in What book did you buy?

whisky and whiskey both refer to a strong alcoholic drink distilled from grain. Whisky is made in Scotland and whiskey in Ireland and America. Whisky is the usual British English spelling.

who and whom cause problems. Who is the subject of a verb, as in Who told you?, It was you who told her and the girls who took part in the play. Whom is the object of a verb or preposition, as in Whom did he tell?, To whom did you speak? and the people from whom he stole. In modern usage whom is falling into disuse, especially in questions, except in formal contexts. Who is used instead even although it is ungrammatical, as in Who did you speak to? Whom should be retained when it is a relative pronoun, as in the man whom you saw, the person to whom he spoke and the girl to whom she gave the book .

whose and who’s are liable to be confused. They sound alike but have different meanings. Whose means of whom or of which, as in the woman whose child won, the boy whose leg was broken, Whose bicycle is that? and the firm whose staff went on strike. Who’s is a shortened form of who is, as in Who’s that?, Who’s first in the queue? and Who’s coming to the cinema?

-wise and -ways cause problems. Added to nouns, -wise can form adverbs of manner indicating either in such a position or direction, as in lengthwise and clockwise, and in the manner of, as in crabwise. In modern usage -wise is frequently used to mean with reference to, as in Weatherwise it was fine, Workwise all is well and Moneywise they’re not doing too well. The suffix -ways has a more limited use. It means in such a way, direction or manner of, as in lengthways and sideways.

woman see lady.

Xmas is sometimes used as an alternative and shorter form of Christmas. It is common only in a written informal context and is used mainly in commercial situations, as in Xmas cards on sale here and Get your Xmas tree here. When pronounced it is the same as Christmas. The X derives from the Greek chi, the first letter of Christos, the Greek word for Christ.

X-ray is usually written with an initial capital letter when it is a noun meaning a photograph made by means of X-rays showing the bones or organs of the body, as in take an X-ray of the patient’s chest. Another term for the noun X-ray is radiograph. As a verb it is also usually spelt with an initial capital, as in After the accident he had his leg X-rayed, but it is sometimes spelt with an initial lower-case letter, as in have his chest x-rayed.

you is used in informal or less formal situations to indicate an indefinite person referred to as one in formal situations. Examples include You learn a foreign language more quickly if you spend some time in the country where it is spoken, You would think that they would make sure that their staff are polite, You can get used to anything in time and You have to experience the situation to believe it. You in this sense must be distinguished from you meaning the second person singular, as in You have missed your bus, You must know where you left your bag and You have to leave now. See one.

your and you’re are liable to be confused. Your is a possessive adjective meaning belonging to you, of you, as in That is your book and this is mine, Your attitude is surprising and It is your own fault. You’re is a shortened form of you are, as in You’re foolish to believe him, You’re going to be sorry and You’re sure to do well. Note the spelling of the pronoun yours, as in This book is yours and Which car is yours? It should not be spelt with an apostrophe as it is not a shortened form of anything.


STYLE AND VOCABULARY

There is, of course, more to good written English than a knowledge of correct grammar and correct usage. Style is also an important issue.

Style with regard to language, as is the case with style with regard to other things such as dress, refers to a characteristic, personal way of doing things. Most famous writers have a distinctive way of writing.

We cannot all become famous writers. For a start, few of us have the basic writing talent or the powers of creativity necessary for this. However, we can all improve, to some extent, our personal writing style.

In much of what we write in our day-to-day lives clarity and comprehensibility are extremely important. However, they are not the only things to be considered if you want to improve your English. If you wish to make your writing (or speech) more interesting, and so more stylish, you must introduce some variety into the structure of what you are writing (or in the case of a formal speech, what you are saying).

If all you want to do is to get your message across then you can write in very short simple sentences with very simple words. (In grammatical terms a simple sentence is a sentence which consists of one main clause [see here].) However, this approach can become very monotonous and boring. Some variety is necessary to make what you are writing (or saying) more interesting and more stylish.

Sentence Style

SENTENCE LENGTH

One of the easiest ways of introducing variety in your writing is to vary the length of your sentences. A piece of writing that contains sentences of varying length is more likely to capture and retain your reader’s attention. From your own point of view as the writer, it is much more interesting and enjoyable to write a piece of prose that contains a variety of lengths of sentence.

The occasional long sentence is quite permissible, provided that it remains clear and unambiguous. However, you should avoid using too many of these, and you should avoid altogether long sentences which are unnecessarily complicated. These are inclined to confuse readers, or even to make them stop reading the piece of writing altogether, because they cannot easily follow what is being said. Thus, sentences like the following should be avoided and should be broken up into shorter sentences:

As it was a long trip from our house to my parents’ farm, where we were going to celebrate my father’s sixtieth birthday, which is on June 20, we decided to break our journey halfway at a hotel which had been recommended by my Aunt Mary, who regularly makes the same journey, and whose judgement we trust because she is an experienced traveler, who is usually quite critical of hotels and restaurants that she encounters when she is traveling.

However, a piece of writing composed entirely of very short simple sentences can be monotonous and boring. This is the case in the following piece of prose:

I sat my English exam today. It was very difficult. I did badly. I think I will fail. I am dreading getting the results. My parents are going to be very angry. They told me to study harder. I did not. I played football instead. I got into the school team. My parents do not care about that. They want me to go to university. They both did. I do not really want to go. I do not like studying. I am not clever.

The occasional very short sentence in a piece of writing with longer sentences can be very effective, as in the passage below. They signify to the reader that something important has happened, thus making the reader pay more attention, and they can make a situation sound more dramatic and so more interesting. The two short sentences in the passage are in bold type.

It was a beautiful day when we started out on our walk. Since there was not a cloud in the sky, and the sun was shining very brightly, we were all wearing light summer clothes. As we had decided to take a picnic, we started, around lunch time, to look for a picturesque spot from which we could admire the view as we ate. Having found the ideal spot, we unpacked all the food and made ourselves comfortable on a blanket, looking forward to basking in the sun. How wrong we were! A few clouds had gathered when we were concentrating on finding the right spot and the sky had darkened. Now the heavens opened and the rain poured down. We got soaked.

Most sentences in a piece of prose are likely to lie somewhere between the very long and the very short. They are likely to consist of several clauses. Extensive information on the various kinds of clause is given earlier in the book (see here–here).

SENTENCE STRUCTURE

You can also introduce variety into your writing and formal speech by varying the number of clauses in your sentences, by varying the types of clause which you use, and by varying the position of clauses in your sentences. In order to achieve such variation you should make yourself familiar with the information on clauses and sentences given earlier in the book. Then experiment with this information to achieve variety in your writing and formal speech.

COMPOUND SENTENCES

Writing or speaking only in compound sentences connected by coordinating conjunctions (see here and here) can be just as monotonous as simple sentences. If you are aiming for variety and a degree of stylishness avoid a piece of prose like the following:

My daughters are twins and they usually like the same things. They wear the same clothes and they have the same hair styles. They both like music, but Sue likes to sing and Jane likes to dance. They are both learning to play musical instruments, but Jane plays the piano and Sue plays the violin. They both play in the school orchestra and they will both be playing in the end-of-term concert. It takes place next month and most of the members of our family will be there, but my parents will be overseas and so will be unable to attend ...

COMPLEX SENTENCES

Introduce some complex sentences with subordinating conjunctions (see here and here) to create some variety in your work. There is a wide range of conjunctions for you to choose from and a wide range of information given as guidance in the relevant section of this book.

Thus, instead of writing

It was raining and we played indoors.

you can write:

Because it was raining we played indoors.

or

Since it was raining we played indoors.

Instead of writing

She worked hard but she failed the exam.

you can write:

Although she worked hard, she failed the exam.

or

Even though she worked hard she failed the exam.

Alternatively, you can use a participial phrase (see here) instead of a clause.

Thus, you can write:

Having arrived at our hotel, we unpacked and went for a walk

instead of

When we arrived at our hotel we unpacked and went for a walk.

Vocabulary

Your choice of vocabulary can also greatly influence your style of writing and speaking. Vocabulary refers to the stock of words that a language is made up of. The English language is made up of a huge number of words, although even the most highly competent speakers of English are likely to have only a fraction of this number in their own personal stock of words. Furthermore, they are likely to use a relatively small number of this personal stock of words in their day-to-day communication.

ACTIVE AND PASSIVE VOCABULARY

The words that a person is likely to use confidently and regularly are known collectively as that person’s active vocabulary. The opposite of this is passive vocabulary which consists of the words whose meanings a person knows, although they would not usually use them in the course of their ordinary conversation and writing.

People who are keen to improve their English should try to improve the range of their vocabulary. You may need relatively few words to make yourself understood, but, although comprehensibility is extremely important in speaking and writing, it is not the only issue. If you wish to make your speech or writing more interesting and more stylish you need to introduce a degree of variation into your vocabulary and so improve your word power.

Increasing your word power

How is this to be achieved? There is very little point in simply learning lists of words, perhaps from a dictionary, because things learned in this way tend not to stick in the memory very well. Also, you need to see words in actual use in order to know how you yourself should use them.

Reading can extend your vocabulary quite considerably and this should not be confined to the works of the acknowledged great writers in English. There is a wide range of reading matter available and you should take full advantage of this. Newspapers, for example, can be a useful source of words as well as news. A word of warning, however. Try not to be too much influenced by the level of slang that you may find in some articles in some of the tabloids.

Listening to certain radio programs can be useful, too, especially those that concentrate more on talk than music. Television, too, especially “serious” programs such as documentaries and those that are concerned with news, current affairs, politics, and the arts, etc, can also be a useful contributor to your vocabulary stock. Even just talking to and listening to people can be extremely valuable in your attempt to increase your vocabulary.

Dictionaries and thesauruses

To some extent, some language reference books can help improve your word power. In general a thesaurus is more helpful than a dictionary in this respect. A dictionary is a valuable tool when you want to know the meaning of a word, or how to pronounce it, or when you want to find out the origin of a word.

Some dictionaries also supply notes which provide useful advice on usage. Even more useful guidance on usage is provided by those dictionaries which provide example sentences and phrases showing the defined words in action. The dictionaries most likely to provide such example sentences and phrases are those designed for use by learners of English as a foreign or second language.

You are likely to find a thesaurus more helpful than a dictionary in your attempt to increase the extent of your vocabulary. In English, there are two kinds of thesaurus. One type is arranged according to themes and the other is a more or less a dictionary of synonyms.

The first thesaurus, published in Britain in 1852, is known as Roget’s Thesaurus, after its compiler, Peter Mark Roget. It is arranged according to themes. For example, all the words, whatever the part of speech, and all the phrases relating to fear are included in the same section and are followed by the words and phrases relating to the opposite of fear, courage. Thus we find such nouns as fright, terror and panic and alarmist, scaremonger and terrorist together with adjectives such as afraid, frightened and panic-stricken and verbs such as take fright, be petrified, alarm and intimidate in the same section. There, too, are phrases such as make one’s blood run cold and make one’s hair stand on end.

Roget’s Thesaurus is an extremely valuable reference book but it is a very sophisticated one and it can be quite difficult to use until you become familiar with it. There are other thesauruses, also arranged according to themes in the manner of Roget’s Thesaurus, but slightly easier to use. Like Roget, they tend to be most useful when you want to write about a particular topic and are seeking the range of vocabulary associated with that topic.

If you want, for example, to avoid repeating a particular word, although you want a word with the same meaning, you will probably find it easier to use the kind of thesaurus which is, in effect, a dictionary of synonyms. The word synonym means a word that has more or less the same meaning as a particular word.

If, for example, you want to avoid using an overused adjective, such as nice or good, a synonym-style thesaurus will provide you with a selection of appropriate alternatives. The more helpful of these will have numbered the various meanings of a particular word and will have provided example sentences or phrases.

Thus, instead of writing:

It was a nice day yesterday and we decided to go for a drive in the country. We drove through some nice scenery and stopped for a really nice meal in a restaurant which was run by two very nice people. It’s a long time since I had such a nice day out.

With the help of a thesaurus you could avoid overusing nice and write, for example:

It was a sunny day yesterday and we decided to go for a drive in the country. We drove through some attractive scenery and stopped for a really delicious meal in a restaurant which was run by two very agreeable people. It’s a long time since I had such an enjoyable day out.

Likewise, instead of writing:

My good friend Jim is planning to visit us at the end of this month. It is a good time for him to come and see us as I am going to be on holiday from work for a good two weeks during his visit and we usually have good weather at this time of year. It is not the usual holiday season, but I have a good reason for taking a break as I have been working a great deal of overtime. I am quite glad that the children are not going to be on holiday because, although they are usually very good, they probably would not sit quietly to listen to Jim’s stories. He is a good conversationalist and has led an interesting life. A very good engineer, he has had several very good jobs in many parts of the world and loves to talk about his experiences. I cannot wait for him to get here and tell me about them.

With the help of a thesaurus you could avoid overusing good and write, for example:

My close friend Jim is planning to visit us at the end of this month. It is a convenient time for him to come and see us as I am going to be on holiday from work for a full two weeks during his visit and we usually have fine weather at this time of year. It is not the usual holiday season but I have a valid reason for taking a break as I have been working a great deal of overtime. I am quite glad that the children are not going to be on holiday because, although they are usually very well behaved, they probably would not sit quietly to listen to Jim’s stories. He is an excellent conversationalist and has led an interesting life. A very competent engineer, he has had several very interesting jobs in many parts of the world and loves to talk about his experiences. I cannot wait for him to get here and tell me about them.

These are very simple examples, but they illustrate how you can introduce variation into your vocabulary, perhaps with a little help from a reference book.

Choosing the right words

People producing written material have much more time than people who are producing instantaneous spoken material in which to choose the exact word they are looking for. Of course, they also have the opportunity to consult thesauruses and dictionaries. This has the result that written English often contains much more innovative and formal vocabulary than the spoken version, unless, of course, the spoken English takes the form of a prepared speech which is to be read aloud.

Keep it simple

There is a danger in having a great deal of time in which to prepare a piece of writing or a speech. You can be faced with the temptation to try to impress people by selecting very difficult words, rather than using those words that come naturally. Although it is a good idea to introduce some variety into your vocabulary, you should resist the temptation to seek out very difficult or pompous-sounding words. This will simply bore your readers or listeners. You will not keep their attention if you are using a great many unnecessarily difficult words which they do not understand.

You should also avoid using a large number of words where a few would be perfectly adequate. If you are too wordy or verbose you are, again, likely to bore, or even confuse, your readers or listeners. Again, you are unlikely to hold their attention.

Register

When deciding on the vocabulary for your piece of writing you must be careful that you do not use very informal words in a piece of very formal writing, such as a company report. Conversely, you must be careful not to use very formal words in a piece of very informal writing.

The aspect of language that refers to formality and informality is called register. It refers to language of a type that is used in a particular social situation. Formal language should be used in formal social situations and informal language in informal situations. Many dictionaries, particularly those specially designed for use by learners of English as a foreign or second language, will often indicate which words are formal and which are informal.

Language formality can be seen as a kind of scale. It starts with the very formal language of formal invitations and legal documents and ends with the slang of much of today’s speech. Much of today’s written language comes in the middle of the scale. It is neither very formal nor very informal. See also here.

Words liable to be confused

Some words with totally different meanings are liable to be confused. Below is a list of words which are often confused, together with short examples of usage to help you to differentiate between them.

adopted

their adopted daughter

their son is adopted

adoptive

her adoptive mother

adverse

an adverse reaction to the drug

averse

not averse to the idea

advice

seek legal advice

advise

we advise you to go

affect

badly affected by the news

effect

the effects of the drug

alternate

visit on alternate weekends

alternate layers of meat and cheese

alternative

find an alternative route

alternative medicine

amend

amend the law

emend

emend the text before printing

aural

an aural impairment requiring a hearing aid

an aural comprehension test

oral

both oral and written exams

oral hygiene recommended by the dentist

bail

the accused was granted bail

bale

a bale of cotton

bale out

bale out water

bale out of an aircraft

beside

the bride stood beside the groom

besides

besides, he has no money

who, besides Amy, was there?

bow

bow to the queen

bough

the bough of a tree

brooch

wear a silver brooch

broach

afraid to broach the subject

canvas

a bag made of canvas

a canvas painted by a local artist

canvass

canvass for votes

carton

a carton of milk

cartoon

children laughing at TV cartoons

censor

appoint a film censor

censor letters

censure

censure the child’s unruly behavior

chord

a musical chord

strike a chord

cord

the cord of a dressing gown

spinal cord

complementary

the couple have complementary talents

complementary medicine

complimentary

complimentary remarks

complimentary tickets

compulsive

a compulsive gambler

compulsory

compulsory to wear school uniform

confident

confident of success

confidant

he was the king’s trusted confidant

confidante

she was the queen’s closest confidante

conscience

he was suffering from a guilty conscience

conscious

he is conscious after the operation

conscious that she was all alone

a conscious decision

councillor

a town councillor

counsellor (British English)

a bereavement counsellor

counselor (American English)

a bereavement counselor

continual

disturbed by continual interruptions

continuous

a continuous line of cars

a continuous roll of paper

curb

curb your enthusiasm

cars parked by the curb (American English)

kerb (British English)

cars parked by the kerb

delusion

under the delusion that he is Napoleon

illusion

an optical illusion

dependant

trying to provide for his wife and other dependants

dependent

dependent on her family for personal care

desert

camels in the desert

he deserted his wife and family

dessert

have chocolate cake for dessert

detract

detract from his reputation as an actor

distract

try not to distract the driver

draft

a first draft of a report

a draft (American English) of cold air

a draft (American English) of cold beer

draught

there was a draught (British English) in the room from the open window

a draught (British English) of cold beer

economic

a small country facing economic disaster

charging an economic rent for the flat

economical

the economical use of resources

an economical car to run

she was always economical with the truth

emigrant

emigrants weeping for their native land

immigrant

they were illegal immigrants to the country

emigration

the poor standard of living led to mass emigration from the country

immigration

anxious to reduce the extent of immigration into the country

emotional

an emotional person

an emotional reaction

emotive

an emotive subject

employee

hiring several new employees

employer

asking their employer for an increase in salary

envelop

envelop the child in your arms

mist began to envelop the high mountains

envelope

put the letter in a brown envelope

everyday

it was an everyday occurence

every day

eat an apple every day

expedient

a politically expedient method

expeditious

a parcel sent by the most expeditious method

extant

old customs which are still extant in some areas

extinct

an endangered species may be extinct soon

a volcano that has been extinct for centuries

feat

perform a brave feat

feet

sore feet

fiancé

Jill and her fiancé

fiancée

Jim and his fiancée

flout

flout the new school rule

flaunt

flaunt her substantial bosom

formally

formally dressed

formerly

formerly the president of the club

glacier

a glacier beginning to melt

glazier

a glazier mending the window

gorilla

a gorilla in the zoo

guerrilla

guerrillas fighting for freedom

half

a half of the apple

halve

halve the apple

hangar

an airplane hangar

hanger

a clothes hanger

hanged

they hanged the murderer

hung

they hung the pictures

hereditary

a hereditary title

heredity

part of his genetic heredity

historic

the astronaut’s historic moon landing

present at a historic occasion

historical

no historical evidence

historical studies

human

a human being

humane

the humane killing of the injured animal

incredible

find the story incredible

incredulous

incredulous enough to believe anything

indoor

an indoor game

indoors

play outdoors not indoors

ingenious

an ingenious plan

ingenuous

an ingenuous young person

inward

an inward curve

her inward feelings

inwards

toes turning inwards

its

the dog broke its leg

it’s

it’s raining

junction

a road junction

juncture

at this juncture we went home

lightening

lightening the load

lightning

the tall tree was struck by lightning during the storm

a lightning decision

loath/loth

loath/loth to join in

loathe

I loathe him

loose

loose clothing

lose

lose your luggage

lose weight

luxuriant

luxuriant vegetation

luxurious

a luxurious lifestyle

masterful

women who prefer masterful men

masterly

a masterly performance

meter

read the gas meter

a meter of silk (American English)

metre (British English)

a metre of silk

momentary

a momentary lapse of memory

momentous

a momentous decision

moral

the moral of the story

a person with no morals

morale

morale was low in the firm

negligent

negligent parents

negligible

a negligible amount of money

notable

he was a notable figure in the town

noticeable

a noticeable improvement

of

made of gold

tired of working

off

run off

switch off

official

an official report

official duties

council official

officious

upset at the officious manner of the hotel receptionist

onward

onward motion

onwards

march onwards

organism

an organism found in the water supply

orgasm

reach orgasm

outdoor

an outdoor sport

outdoors

playing outdoors

palate

the soft palate of the mouth

palette

an artist’s palette

pallet

he slept on a straw pallet

a wooden pallet fell off the lorry

perceptible

a perceptible improvement

perceptive

a perceptive remark

perpetrate

perpetrate a crime

perpetuate

perpetuate the myth

persecute

persecute members of other religions

prosecute

prosecute thieves

politic

he warned me it was not politic to ask any questions

political

political parties

precede

the leader who preceded the present one

precede them into the room

proceed

you many proceed

proceed to cause trouble

premier

there was a meeting of European premiers

he is one of the country’s premier actors

première

the première of the film

prescribe

he asked the doctor to prescribe antibiotics

proscribe

proscribe the carrying of dangerous weapons

principal

the college principal

principle

a person of principle

the principle of the steam engine

prise

prise open the lid of the tin

prize

win a prize

prophecy

the gift of prophecy (British English)

her prophecy came true

prophesy

the gift of prophesy (American English)

prophesy that there would be a war

prostate

the prostate gland

prostrate

he was lying prostrate on the ground

purposely

he left the book behind purposely to annoy me

purposefully

the man walked purposefully into the room

relief

bring relief from pain

relieve

relieve the pain

rhyme

children reciting a rhyme

cook rhymes with book

rime

rime on the grass on a cold morning

role

a famous actor played the role of Hamlet

the parental role

roll

a roll of carpet

a ham roll

roll a ball

rout

rout the enemy

route

the shortest route to the town

salon

I always wanted a hair-dressing salon of my own

saloon

a saloon car

a saloon bar

sceptic (British English)

a sceptic arguing with the believers

skeptic (American English)

a skeptic arguing with the believers

septic

a septic wound

a septic tank

sculptor

a statue by a famous sculptor

sculpture

carve a piece of sculpture

seasonal

seasonal hotel work

seasonable

seasonable weather for the time of year

seasoned

a seasoned dish of stew

seasoned travelers

sensual

a sensual mouth

sensuous

the sensuous feel of silk sheets

shelf

put the book on the shelf

shelve

in the end we decided to shelve the plan

singeing

she was always singeing her clothes with the iron

singing

singing a song

stationary

the car was stationary at the side of the road

stationery

a shop stocking stationery

statue

stone statues in the grounds of the house

statute

pass a new statute

stimulant

they banned athletes taking illegal stimulants

stimulus

the stimulus of a valuable prize

storey

the top storey of the house (British English)

story

the top story of the house (American English)

tell a story

strategy

the team’s winning strategy

devise a strategy to counteract bullying

stratagem

devise a stratagem to mislead the enemy

subconscious

a subconscious desire to hurt her sister

unconscious

knocked unconscious

totally unconscious of the effect she had

his unconscious humor

suit

wearing a smart suit

a law suit

a suit of cards

suite

a three-piece suite

a suite of rooms

tail

the dog’s tail

tale

tell a tale

their

we bought their house

there

put the boxes over there

they’re

they’re much wealthier than we are

to

go to town

too

she wants to go too

two

two or three times

troop

a troop of soldiers

troop out of school

troupe

a troupe of actors

unwanted

unwanted guests

unwonted

the shy woman spoke with unwonted enthusiasm

upward

an upward slope

upwards

look upwards

vacation

go on vacation to Europe (American English)

vocation

he has a vocation to be a priest

vigilant

be vigilant because of pickpockets

vigilante

the thief was caught by a vigilante

warden

the warden of the hostel

warder

a prison warder

whose

the woman whose child was killed

whose car is this?

who’s

who’s coming to the picnic?

yoke

the yoke of a dress

the yoke of a plow

yolk

egg yolk

your

this is your book

you’re

you’re completely wrong

Adding Variety

You can add variety to the vocabulary of writing by careful, and sparing, use of such figures of speech as similes and idioms but try to avoid using clichés.

SIMILES

A simile is a figure of speech in which a thing or person is, for the sake of comparison, said to be like another. Examples of similes include:

as calm as a millpond

as cool as a cucumber

as helpless as a babe in arms

as keen as mustard

as neat as a new pin

as poor as a church mouse

as rich as Croesus

as silent as the grave

as tight as a drum

as wise as Solomon

IDIOMS

An idiom is a phrase whose meaning is different from the literal meanings of the individual words it contains. Thus, if you throw a spanner in the works it does not usually mean that you have thrown a kind of tool into a piece of machinery and so damaged it, but means that you have spoiled or hindered someone’s plan or project. If you put your head in the lion’s mouth you are not literally doing this, unless you are a circus performer. Instead, you are putting yourself in a dangerous or difficult position. If you swallow something hook, line and sinker, it does not mean that you are literally copying the actions of a fish in the process of being caught. Instead, it means that you believe something completely (and often naïvely).

There are a great many idioms in the English language. They can add color and interest to your writing, but you should not use too many of them. You should especially use sparingly those idioms which have become so overused that they have become clichés.

Examples of idioms include:








	





	above board
	open, honest and without trickery (Card cheats tend to keep their cards under the table, or board.)



	ahead of the game
	in an advantageous position; in front of one’s rivals



	air or wash one’s dirty linen in public
	discuss private or personal matters in public



	Aladdin’s cave
	a place full of valuable or desirable objects (From the tale of Aladdin of the Arabian Nights who gained access to such a cave with the help of the genie from his magic lamp.)



	an unholy alliance
	used of an association or partnership between two people or organizations that have nothing in common and would not normally work together, especially when this association has a bad purpose



	in (someone’s) bad or black books
	out of favor with (someone) (Refers to an account book where bad debts are noted.)



	baker’s dozen
	thirteen (From the former custom of bakers adding an extra bun or loaf to a dozen in order to be sure of not giving short weight.)



	below the belt
	unfair (In boxing, a blow below the belt is against the rules.)



	put one’s cards on the table
	to make known one’s plans or intentions (In card-playing, to show one’s opponent one’s cards.)



	cast pearls before swine
	offer something valuable or desirable to someone who does not appreciate it (A biblical reference to Matthew 7:6.)



	cut to the chase
	start discussing or dealing with the most important part of something instead of wasting time on minor points (Refers to the fact that in certain kinds of film a car chase is the most exciting part.)



	too many cooks spoil the broth
	if there are a great many people involved in a project they are more likely to hinder it than help it



	be thrown in at the deep end
	to be put suddenly into a difficult situation of which one has no experience (Refers to the deep end of a swimming pool.)



	between the devil and the deep blue sea
	faced with two possible courses of action each of which is as unacceptable as the other



	the die is cast
	a step has been taken which makes the course of future events inevitable (A translation of the Latin iacta alea est, supposedly said by Julius Caesar when he crossed the Rubicon in 49 BC and so committed himself to a war with the Senate.)



	get the drift
	to understand the general meaning of something



	be or have one over the eight
	to be drunk or to have had too much to drink (Refers to a former belief that one could have eight drinks before one is drunk.)



	at the end of one’s tether
	at the end of one’s patience, tolerance, etc (Refers to a rope that will only extend a certain distance to let the animal attached to it graze.)



	the lesser of two evils
	the less unpleasant of two fairly unpleasant choices



	fairweather friend
	a person who is a friend only when one is very successful



	pull a fast one on (someone)
	to deceive (someone) (Refers to bowling a fast ball in cricket.)



	have a field day
	to enjoy great success or opportunity



	open the floodgates
	to make it possible for a great many people to do something, usually something considered undesirable, or make it likely that this will happen, perhaps by removing some kind of restriction



	fools rush in (where angels fear to tread)
	unwise people rashly tackle a situation which wiser people might think twice about taking on



	have a frog in one’s throat
	to be hoarse



	give the game away
	to reveal a secret plan, trick, etc, usually accidentally



	look a gift horse in the mouth
	to criticize something that has been given to one (Looking at a horse’s teeth is a way of telling its age and so estimating its value.)



	glass ceiling
	an invisible barrier, established by tradition, personal discrimination, etc, which prevents women from achieving the top jobs in their companies, professions, etc



	take the gloves off
	to begin to fight, argue, etc, in earnest (Refers to boxers who normally wear protective gloves to soften their blows.)



	kill the goose that lays the golden egg
	to destroy something that is a source of profit (Refers to one of Aesop’s fables in which the owner of a goose that laid golden eggs killed it thinking to get all the eggs at once, only to discover that there were none.)



	saving grace
	a good quality which prevents someone or something from being completely bad or worthless



	the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence
	another set of circumstances or lifestyle always seems preferable to one’s own (Refers to the habit of grazing animals of grazing through the fence separating them from the next field.)



	the grass roots
	the ordinary people in an organization, etc



	hit the ground running
	to start a new activity immediately with a great deal of energy and enthusiasm



	live from hand to mouth
	to have enough money only to pay for one’s present needs without having any to save (Whatever money comes into one’s hand is used to put food in one’s mouth.)



	hard as nails
	lacking in pity, sympathy, softer feelings, etc



	run with the hare and hunt with the hounds
	to try to give one’s support to two opposing sides at once



	bury the hatchet
	to agree to be friends again after a quarrel (Refers to an American Indian custom of burying tomahawks when peace was made.)



	bite someone’s head off
	to speak very sharply and angrily to someone



	lose heart
	to grow discouraged, lose any hope of success



	bring (someone) to heel
	to bring (someone) under one’s control (Refers to making a dog walk to heel.)



	you can take a horse to the water but you cannot make it drink
	you can encourage someone to do something but you cannot force him or her to do it



	have many or several irons in the fire
	to be involved in several projects, etc, at the same time (Refers to a blacksmith who heats pieces of iron before shaping them.)



	tickle the ivories
	to play the piano (The keys of a piano are made of ivory.)



	the jury is still out
	people have not yet reached a conclusion or made a decision (about something)



	a pretty kettle of fish
	an awkward or difficult situation



	kick over the traces
	to defy rules that control one’s behavior (Refers to a horse drawing a cart which gets out of control of the driver.)



	kill two birds with one stone
	to get two results for only one effort



	life in the fast lane
	a life which is very busy and active and usually contains a lot of stress and pressure



	have the last laugh
	to be victorious or proved right in the end, especially after being scorned, criticized, etc (From the saying “he who laughs last laughs longest”.)



	rest on one’s laurels
	to be content with past successes without trying for any more (A reference to the laurel wreath with which the ancient Greeks crowned their poets and victors.)



	least said soonest mended
	the less one says in a difficult situation the less harm will be done



	pull (someone’s) leg
	to try as a joke to make (someone) believe something that is not true



	lick (someone or something) into shape
	to improve (someone or something) greatly to bring up to standard (Refers to an old belief that bear cubs are born shapeless and have to be licked into shape by their mothers.)



	lose one’s marbles
	to go mad or become insane or senile



	overstep the mark
	to do or say something which is unacceptable or offensive



	there is method in his madness
	someone has a good, logical reason for acting as he does, although his actions seem strange or unreasonable (A reference to Shakespeare’s Hamlet Act 2, Scene ii.)



	give (someone) a piece of one’s mind
	to scold or criticize (someone) angrily



	money for jam (or old rope)
	money obtained in exchange for very little work, effort, etc



	ask or cry for the moon
	to ask for something that it is impossible to get



	you can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs
	it is impossible to achieve something worthwhile without enduring a few problems or difficulties



	mind one’s p’s and q’s
	to be very careful, to be polite and well behaved (Perhaps refers to a warning to a printer to be careful of the letters p and q so as not to confuse them.)



	grease (someone’s) palm
	to give (someone) money, to bribe (someone)



	put (someone) on a pedestal
	to treat (someone) with almost too much respect and admiration (Refers to the practice of putting statues of famous people on pedestals.)



	put (someone) in the picture
	to give (someone) all the information and detail about a situation



	buy a pig in a poke
	to buy (something) without examining it carefully or without knowing its worth (Supposedly referring to a fairground trick in which a prospective customer was sold a cat in a bag thinking that it was a piglet.)



	cost a pretty penny
	to cost a large amount of money



	take a rain check on (something)
	used to indicate that you are unable to accept an invitation but would like to postpone it until a later date (A reference to the part of a ticket that you keep when a sports fixture cannot take place because of bad weather so that you can use it for entry to the fixture when it does take place.)



	a red-letter day
	a day remembered because something particularly pleasant or important happened or happens on it (From the fact that important dates in the year are sometimes shown in red on calendars.)



	catch (someone) red-handed
	to find (someone) in the act of doing something wrong or unlawful (Refers to finding a murderer with the blood of a victim on his or her hands.)



	between a rock and a hard place
	to be in a situation in which one is faced with a choice between two equally unpleasant or unacceptable alternatives



	be on a roll
	to be in a state where things are going well and good progress is being made



	fiddle while Rome burns
	to do nothing while something important is being ruined or destroyed (The Emperor Nero was said to have played on a lyre while Rome was burning.)



	sail close to the wind
	to come close to breaking the law or a rule



	the salt of the earth
	someone very worthy or good (A biblical reference from Matthew 5:13.)



	blind (someone) with science
	to talk about something in such a complicated technical way that it is difficult for a lay person to understand



	have a screw loose
	to be deranged, to be very foolish (Refers literally to malfunctioning machinery.)



	go to seed
	to become shabby and uncared-for (Refers literally to plants seeding after flowering and being no longer attractive or useful.)



	come out of one’s shell
	to become less shy (Refers to a tortoise or crab, etc.)



	sing from the same hymn or song sheet
	to be in agreement about something, often to show this agreement publicly



	have a skeleton in the cupboard
	to have a closely kept secret about some cause of shame



	with one’s tail between one’s legs
	in an ashamed, miserable or defeated state (From the behavior of an unhappy dog.)



	just the ticket
	exactly what is required



	on one’s uppers
	very poor (Literally with no soles on one’s shoes.)



	speak volumes
	to express a great deal of meaning without putting it into words



	a tangled web
	used to describe a very complicated, confused situation



	wet one’s whistle
	to have a drink



	a wild goose chase
	a search or hunt that cannot end in success



	whistle stop
	usually denotes a campaign tour during which short stops are made at many different places



	get or have one’s wires crossed
	to be involved in a misunderstanding (Refers to telephone wires.)



	keep (something) under wraps
	to keep (something) secret or hidden





CLICHÉS

Clichés are an established feature of the English language, being particularly common in spoken English and in informal written contexts. Some of them are hundreds of years old; others have taken only a short time to become popular.

People tend to use them unconsciously and most of us are unaware of quite how often we use them. There are many who claim to dislike clichés and regard them as somehow spoiling the language, but even they would find that they use quite a lot of them, if they stopped to analyse what they say and write.

People dislike clichés because they are overused. Many clichés start out as a particularly imaginative or neat way of saying something, but they become used so often by so many people that they lose their freshness and originality.

It would be almost impossible to rid our speech and writing entirely of clichés and, in any case, they often add a bit of color to the language. Since they are such an established feature of English, it is important for learners of English to learn how to use them correctly. However, particularly in fairly formal speech or writing, it is essential to try to avoid using them too frequently.

Some clichés are used in contexts in which they are virtually meaningless and act simply as conversational fillers. For example, there are people who use the expression at this moment in time regularly when the word now would be more appropriate. Likewise, many people use clichés such as the thing is, at the end of the day or you know what I mean in this way.

The selection of common clichés which follows are particularly overused and so should be used sparingly.








	





	accidents will happen
	things go wrong at some time in everyone’s life



	across the board
	applying to everyone or to all cases



	actions speak louder than words
	how a person acts is more important than what they say



	to add insult to injury
	to make matters worse



	after due consideration
	after some thought



	all things considered
	after some thought



	an accident waiting to happen
	a dangerous situation



	any port in a storm
	a welcome solution in a bad situation



	as a matter of fact
	the following statement is true



	at death’s door
	an exaggeration to say someone is ill



	at the drop of a hat
	without much of a reason at all



	at the end of the day
	ultimately



	at this juncture
	now



	at this moment in time
	now



	avoid like the plague
	to strenuously avoid



	back to the drawing board
	back to the beginning



	bag and baggage
	all your possessions



	bag of tricks
	the equipment necessary to do something



	batten down the hatches
	there’s going to be trouble



	beggars can’t be choosers
	one needs a favor and has no other choice



	be that as it may
	that may be so



	better late than never
	an ironic way of saying something or someone is late



	bite the bullet
	to get on with something despite unpleasantness



	a blessing in disguise
	a bad situation from which may come good



	blissful ignorance
	to be in the happy state of not knowing of an unpleasant situation



	a blot on the landscape
	an ugly thing (usually a building) in a beautiful place



	bone of contention
	a cause of dispute



	the bottom line
	the outcome or conclusion; most important factor



	bright-eyed and bushy-tailed
	alert and awake



	by the same token
	using the same reasoning, or on the other side of the argument



	call it a day
	give up and stop a venture



	the calm before the storm
	the time before an unpleasant situation where everything seems fine



	Catch 22
	a situation in which one can never win or from which one can never escape



	categorical denial
	strong denial



	caught napping
	unprepared for a situation



	chalk and cheese
	opposites



	champing at the bit
	enthusiastic to get started at something



	chapter and verse
	every detail



	cheek by jowl
	very close together



	chop and change
	alternate



	a close shave
	an escape which was very nearly disastrous



	to coin a phrase
	ironically, this is said when one is using a cliché



	come full circle
	to return to the beginning of something



	common or garden
	everyday



	conspicuous by one’s absence
	to deliberately boycott something



	cool, calm and collected
	emphasis of calm



	cover a multitude of sins
	a flattering surface on something, usually refers to clothing



	at crack of dawn
	very early



	cross that bridge when you come to it
	deal with matters in hand and worry about other problems when they arise



	to cut a long story short
	to summarize



	cut and dried
	settled and definite



	the cutting edge
	the latest technology



	damn with faint praise
	to praise in a patronizing or deliberately ironic way



	a damp squib
	something which promises excitement but disappoints



	a dark horse
	someone with a secret, usually an exciting or exotic one



	day in, day out
	every day



	dead as a dodo
	actually dead, or more metaphorically, out of favor



	dead in the water
	has no chance of working



	dead to the world
	fast asleep



	a deafening silence
	a silence which is very prominent and embarrassing



	dig one’s own grave
	to be the cause of one’s own misfortune



	a dirty tricks campaign
	a campaign, usually political, uncovering, or possibly creating rumors of, a scandal regarding one’s opponent



	dog eat dog
	a ruthless struggle against one’s rivals to survive or be successful.



	donkey’s years ago
	many years ago



	don’t count your chickens before they are hatched
	don’t presume anything before it happens



	doom and gloom
	pessimism



	draw a blank
	get no result



	drown one’s sorrows
	to get drunk to get over a disappointment



	Dutch courage
	getting drunk to have the confidence to do something



	each and every one of you
	everyone



	eager for the fray
	looking for a fight



	easier said than done
	more difficult than it appears to be



	eat humble pie
	to admit that you are wrong



	economical with the truth
	to leave out important facts



	the end of an era
	the end of an important phase



	enough is enough
	no more can be tolerated



	the envy of the world
	enviable



	every cloud has a silver lining
	bad situations can sometimes have consolations



	every dog has his day
	everyone has their individual moments of triumph



	every little helps
	a little help from a lot of different sources will eventually add up to create something more substantial



	every man jack
	everyone



	everything but the kitchen sink
	almost all your belongings



	explore every avenue
	to look for all possibilities



	face facts
	be honest with yourself



	face the music
	face up to difficulties



	the fact of the matter
	the truth of the situation



	fair and square
	honestly



	fall between two stools
	to try to gain two things at once and fail with regard to both of them



	fall on deaf ears
	an explanation given to someone who doesn’t want to listen



	famous last words
	making a statement about an event directly before the exact opposite happens



	far and wide
	a great area



	far be it for me
	this is something I would never do (usually said ironically)



	a fate worse than death
	an exaggeration meaning death would be preferable



	a feeding frenzy
	where many people are desperately after the same information



	few and far between
	very rare



	a fighting chance
	a good chance of succeeding, or surviving



	fighting fit
	in good health



	the finishing touches
	in the final stages



	first and foremost
	first and most importantly



	first things first
	most important things first



	a flash in the pan
	a passing fashion or idea that will not last



	the flavor of the month
	a person or fashion that is popular at the moment but may not last



	flog a dead horse
	to pursue something that is not worth pursuing



	the fly in the ointment
	an unpleasant feature that spoils something



	food for thought
	something that makes you think



	footloose and fancy free
	single and looking for fun



	forewarned is forearmed
	to be prepared so that you are able to cope with a possible event



	a forlorn hope
	no hope



	fraught with danger
	dangerous



	fresh fields and pastures new
	a new and different place or situation



	from the sublime to the ridiculous
	covering a complete range of things from the extremely lofty to the most trivial



	from the word go
	from the start



	from time immemorial
	since a long time ago



	gainful employment
	in work



	gather ye rosebuds while ye may
	make the most of your youth



	a general exodus
	when everyone leaves all at once



	generous to a fault
	extremely generous



	a gentleman’s agreement
	an agreement in word alone



	get down to brass tacks
	to consider the basic facts



	get more than one bargained for
	to encounter more difficulties than expected



	the gift of the gab
	the ability to talk readily and easily



	gild the lily
	to add unnecessary decoration



	give up the ghost
	to die (person); to stop working (object)



	a glowing tribute
	a flattering tribute



	a glutton for punishment
	someone who has suffered but who goes back for more



	go against the grain
	to act against your better judgement or wishes



	go from strength to strength
	to get better and better



	it goes without saying
	you should know what I’m talking about



	a golden opportunity
	a great and unexpected opportunity that should be grasped



	good as gold
	perfectly behaved



	the gory details
	a description of the details of a situation (not necessarily a bad one)



	grasp the nettle
	to set about a difficult task in a determined way



	the greatest thing since sliced bread
	a very popular admired thing or person



	green with envy
	very jealous



	grin and bear it
	to suffer a bad situation without complaint



	grind to a halt
	to stop suddenly



	a guiding light
	someone who leads the way in a particular field



	halcyon days
	a nostalgic (and idealistic) reference to a perfect time in one’s life



	hale and hearty
	healthy



	half the battle
	the most difficult part of a situation is over



	hand over fist
	in large amounts; very rapidly



	the happy couple
	newly married people



	a hard act to follow
	someone who has previously been very successful at something



	a helping hand
	help



	high and dry
	left in a helpless state



	hit the nail on the head
	to be extremely accurate in one’s description



	a hive of activity
	a very busy area



	Hobson’s choice
	no choice at all



	the honest truth
	emphasis of the truth of a statement



	hope against hope
	to continue to hope although there is little reason to be hopeful



	horses for courses
	certain people are better suited to certain tasks than others



	how time flies
	time passes very quickly



	if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em
	if the majority disagree with you then why not just go along with them



	if you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen
	if you can’t cope with the job in hand then leave



	ill-gotten gains
	possessions acquired dishonestly



	in all conscience
	being completely fair and honest



	in a nutshell
	briefly, to sum up



	in any shape or form
	in any way at all



	in less than no time
	in a very short time



	in no uncertain terms
	in a very direct way



	in splendid isolation
	standing out in a unique way



	in the cold light of day
	when one looks at something rationally and calmly



	in the dim and distant past
	something that happened a long time ago (and should be forgotten)



	in the fullness of time
	when the proper time has elapsed



	in the nick of time
	just in time



	in the pipeline
	in preparation



	in the present climate
	in the present situation



	in this day and age
	in these times



	it’ll all come out in the wash
	things will turn out for the best in the end



	it never rains but it pours
	when something goes wrong other things go wrong too



	it’s a long story
	it is complicated



	it’s a small world
	said when coincidental meetings occur



	it’s early days
	it’s too early to come to any conclusions



	it takes two to tango
	cooperation is always necessary to accomplish something whether it is good or bad



	jack of all trades
	someone who knows a little about a lot of things



	jam tomorrow
	the (possibly false) promise of better things in the future



	the jewel in the crown
	the most valuable or successful thing associated with someone or something



	jobs for the boys
	jobs given to friends rather than to the people most worthy of them



	jump on the bandwagon
	to show interest because it’s fashionable



	just between you and me (and the gatepost)
	this is a secret



	just deserts
	to get the punishment that is due to you



	just for the record
	making one’s position clear



	just one of those things
	something that has to be accepted



	just what the doctor ordered
	just what is required



	keep a low profile
	not to draw attention to oneself



	keep oneself to oneself
	not to tell others very much about oneself or to mix with others very much



	keep one’s head above water
	to be just coping with a situation



	keep one’s nose to the grindstone
	to keep working hard



	keep the wolf from the door
	to make just enough money to survive



	kickstart
	to encourage something or to give, e.g., a project, an extra push



	kill the fatted calf
	to provide a lavish meal for a celebration



	kill two birds with one stone
	to complete two tasks at once



	kill with kindness
	to be generous in some way to someone when it’s not in his or her best interest



	the kiss of death
	something which will cause the ruin of something



	knee-jerk reaction
	an immediate (reflex) response to something



	know all the answers
	to have all the information



	know for a fact
	emphasizing that ones knows something



	know where one stands
	to know the nature of one’s position



	know which side one’s bread is buttered on
	to know when one is in a fortunate position



	a labor of love
	a difficult job done for the satisfaction of it



	the lap of luxury
	in luxurious surroundings



	large as life
	in person, actually present



	last but not least
	although someone or something is last, it is not the least important thing



	the last straw
	an event which makes a situation impossible



	a leading light
	a leader, longstanding, in a certain area



	leave in the lurch
	to abandon



	leave no stone unturned
	to search everywhere



	leave to someone’s tender mercies
	to be left in the care of someone inefficient or dangerous



	let bygones be bygones
	forget about past grievances



	let’s face it
	face the truth



	level playing field
	a fair basis for something



	the life and soul of the party
	a lively entertaining person



	light at the end of the tunnel
	fortunate outcome following times of trouble



	a little bird told me
	I can’t tell you my sources



	lock, stock and barrel
	everything included



	a lone wolf
	a loner



	the long arm of the law
	the police



	make an honest woman of
	marry



	make ends meet
	to survive on little money



	make the supreme sacrifice
	to die



	make someone an offer they can’t refuse
	an irresistible offer



	make waves
	to get yourself noticed; to cause trouble.



	man and boy
	as a child and an adult



	the man in the street
	ordinary person



	manna from heaven
	something unexpectedly advantageous



	man to man
	as equals, regardless of background, etc



	many hands make light work
	the more helpers there are the quicker a job will be done



	mark my words
	take note of what I’m saying



	a matter of life or death
	a very grave situation



	method in one’s madness
	actions seem to be foolish but actually have a good motive behind them



	a millstone round one’s neck
	a hindrance



	the moment of truth
	when the result of something becomes apparent



	a moot point
	a point of argument



	the more the merrier
	the more people involved the better



	move heaven and earth
	to go to great lengths to achieve something



	move the goalposts
	to change the aims of a project so that it is disadvantageous to others but advantageous to oneself



	the movers and shakers
	those with power



	much of a muchness
	ordinary, indistinguishable from others



	mutton dressed as lamb
	an older person (usually female) dressed in a way that is unflatteringly young



	my lips are sealed
	it’s a secret and I won’t tell



	name names
	be specific as to whom it is that you are talking about



	the name of the game
	the important or central thing behind something



	nearest and dearest
	close family and close friends



	needless to say
	something that it should be unnecessary to state



	a new dawn
	a new opportunity or era



	the nitty gritty
	basic practical details



	no expense spared
	lots of money has been spent



	no gain without pain (no pain, no gain)
	you have to experience bad things in order to progress



	nothing to write home about
	not very interesting



	no news is good news
	if you haven’t heard anything then it’s possible that nothing bad has happened



	no rest for the wicked
	ironic way of saying that a person is extremely busy and has to get on with their work



	no smoke without fire
	there’s always some basis to a rumor



	nothing ventured, nothing gained
	if you don’t at least try to do something you’ll never know if you’ll succeed



	not just a pretty face
	intelligent as well as beautiful (often said in an ironic way by someone who knows that he or she is not beautiful)



	not to put too fine a point on it
	not to get too detailed



	nuts and bolts
	the basic details or practicalities of something



	odds and ends
	objects of different kinds, perhaps that are left over and don’t match



	older and wiser
	more wise with age



	once bitten, twice shy
	to have experienced an unfortunate situation and have learned from it



	once in a blue moon
	very rarely



	one in a million
	very rare



	one of life’s little ironies
	a situation that is the opposite of what one hoped would happen



	one of those days
	a bad day



	only time will tell
	you’ll just have to wait and see what happens



	on the back burner
	put to one side to be worked on later



	on the dot
	exactly



	opening gambit
	an opening move



	an open secret
	information not publicly discussed but which is not a secret



	or words to that effect
	something of the same meaning but said in a different way



	out of sight, out of mind
	that which you don’t see you are less likely to think about



	over and done with
	finished



	over my dead body
	I’ll die before I let that happen



	over the hill
	too old



	pale into insignificance
	overshadowed by something else



	par for the course
	an expected experience in a certain situation



	the patter of tiny feet
	a pregnancy



	the picture of health
	very healthy



	pie in the sky
	unrealistic expectations



	plain sailing
	easy



	pleased as Punch
	very pleased



	the plot thickens
	a revelation makes a story more intriguing or complicated



	the point of no return
	you’ve gone so far that going back is not a possible option



	a poisoned chalice
	a seemingly attractive proposition that is actually dangerous



	pound of flesh
	revenge



	the powers that be
	people in charge



	practice makes perfect
	to keep practicing will achieve perfection in a certain area



	pride and joy
	something that makes one very proud



	pride of place
	in a very prominent position



	prime of life
	at an age where one is fit, healthy and mentally sharp



	pull out all the stops
	to do everything possible



	put one’s best foot forward
	to make the best attempt possible



	put two and two together
	to come to a conclusion about something



	quality time
	time spent giving an individual lots of attention



	quantum leap
	a sudden breakthrough



	quite the reverse
	the opposite



	a race against time
	time is running out



	rain or shine
	whatever the weather



	a rainy day
	an unspecified time in the future



	the rat race
	the capitalist way of life



	read my lips
	listen carefully to what I’m saying



	red tape
	often needless bureaucratic rules and regulations



	reinvent the wheel
	wasting time doing work that’s already been done



	a reliable source
	something or someone who is trustworthy



	right as rain
	in full health



	rings a bell
	sounds familiar



	rising tide
	events that are about to take over one’s life



	risk life and limb
	to put your life in danger



	a rolling stone
	a person who never stays very long in one place



	a rose by any other name
	whatever a beautiful thing happens to be named it remains beautiful



	Rome wasn’t built in a day
	a difficult task cannot be finished quickly



	a rough diamond
	a person with a rough manner but who has great qualities



	rule with a rod of iron
	to discipline in a strict manner



	rumor has it
	I have heard rumors telling me this



	safe and sound
	totally unharmed



	a safe haven
	a place of safety



	the salt of the earth
	a down-to-earth reliable person



	saved by the bell
	saved from a bad situation by another event coming along



	search high and low
	to look everywhere



	second to none
	the best



	sell like hot cakes
	to be very popular



	separate the sheep from the goats
	to distinguish the talented people from the stupid ones



	a shadow of one’s former self
	to be in some way diminished, either in physical size or in emotions



	the shape of things to come
	how the future might be



	share and share alike
	to be fair in one’s dealings



	ships that pass in the night
	strangers who meet once and never again



	shoot oneself in the foot
	to say or do something that is to one’s own detriment



	short and sweet
	short and to the point



	the show must go on
	despite misfortune the event must go ahead



	signed, sealed and delivered
	finalized



	a sign of the times
	something which indicates what society is like now



	the silent majority
	the people who do not make their opinions known publicly



	six of one and half-a-dozen of the other
	the same outcome



	the sixty four thousand dollar question
	a key question that sums up a situation



	slave over a hot stove
	to cook



	slowly but surely
	to work in a slow but careful way



	smell a rat
	to suspect something is wrong



	the social whirl
	hectic social life



	so far, so good
	at this point in the proceedings everything is fine



	son and heir
	first-born son



	so near and yet so far
	to have nearly accomplished something but near accomplishment is simply not good enough to get acclaim



	sour grapes
	saying that something one cannot have is not worth having



	spick and span
	very tidy



	the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak
	not physically able to do something that one would like to do



	stand up and be counted
	make your opinions known publicly



	a storm in a teacup
	a fuss over nothing



	strange as it may seem
	this may look strange but it is actually true



	suffer a sea change
	to have a complete change in attitude or opinion



	suffer in silence
	to put up with something and not complain



	the survival of the fittest
	to survive or flourish at the expense of those who are weaker



	sweet on someone
	in love or enamored with someone



	sweetness and light
	kind and friendly (usually just on the surface)



	take the bull by the horns
	to tackle something boldly



	take the rough with the smooth
	to accept that bad things can happen as well as good



	talk of the devil
	said when someone or something you’ve just been talking about suddenly appears



	tall, dark and handsome
	the clichéd idea of the perfect man



	a tall order
	an unreasonable or very trying request



	a (slight) technical hitch
	a mistake or hold up



	teething troubles
	problems at the beginning of a project



	tender loving care (TLC)
	solicitous and compassionate care



	on terra firma
	safely on the ground



	thankful for small mercies
	to be grateful for some small benefits in an otherwise unfortunate situation



	that’ll be the day
	that’s not going to happen



	that’s for me to know and for you to find out
	it’s a secret



	that’s life
	unexpected or difficult things will happen, you can’t stop them



	that’s the way the cookie crumbles
	nothing unusual about that, usually said about unpleasant things that happen



	there but for the grace of God go I
	it could be me in that situation



	there’s no fool like an old fool
	foolish behavior in an older person always seems even more foolish than if a young person acted that way



	these things happen
	unexpected or difficult things can happen, you can’t stop them



	through thick and thin
	through good times and bad



	throw in the towel
	to give up



	tie the knot
	to get married



	tighten one’s belt
	to be careful with your money



	time flies
	time passes quickly



	the tip of the iceberg
	there’s a bigger problem that has still to surface or be dealt with



	a tissue of lies
	a statement that is entirely dishonest in every way



	tomorrow is another day
	you can try again another time



	too good to be true
	so good that you can’t believe it to be so



	too little, too late
	not enough to solve a problem and too late in any case



	too numerous to mention
	it would take too long to mention all the things I want to mention



	touch and go
	a precarious situation



	a tower of strength
	strong and reliable



	trials and tribulations
	difficulties



	turn over a new leaf
	to completely start over again in a new way



	’twas ever thus
	it has always been like this



	unaccustomed as I am to public speaking
	(usually said ironically) I’m not used to speaking in public



	unavoidable delay
	a delay caused by something you have no control over



	under a cloud
	depressed



	under the sun
	in the whole world



	under the weather
	feeling run down



	the university of life
	learning from real life experience



	unsung hero
	someone who has not received the credit they deserve



	an untimely end
	the death of someone who was very young and expected to make much of their life



	untold wealth
	wealth of uncertain but probably very large amounts



	the unvarnished truth
	a response that doesn’t cover up any unpleasant facts



	up in arms
	furious



	up to the hilt
	thoroughly involved



	vanish into thin air
	to disappear without trace



	variety is the spice of life
	lots of different things in your life make it more exciting



	vested interest
	a motive (usually financial) for having an interest in something



	a vexed question
	a difficult situation that is much discussed but still not solved



	a vicious circle
	a bad situation, the result of which produces the original cause of the situation



	vote with one’s feet
	to show displeasure by leaving a situation



	wait on hand and foot
	to do everything for someone



	walls have ears
	people might be eavesdropping



	warts and all
	good and bad



	water under the bridge
	a situation that has passed and should be forgotten about



	wedded bliss
	a (possibly ironic) way of describing marriage



	the wee small hours
	after midnight



	a well-earned rest
	a rest following hard work



	what with one thing and another
	considering all the other things that have happened



	wheels within wheels
	a complicated situation that has other things involved



	when all is said and done
	when all things have been considered and the argument is over



	when in Rome
	join in with the customs of the people you are with



	who/which shall remain nameless
	who need not be mentioned because we know who I am talking about



	the whys and wherefores
	the reasoning behind an argument



	without more ado
	without waiting any longer



	the witching hour
	midnight



	with bated breath
	excitedly



	wonders will never cease
	something has happened that has been long awaited but was not really expected to come about



	a word to the wise
	a piece of advice



	the world’s your oyster
	the world is there for you to explore



	the writing is on the wall
	something is indicating that something bad is going to happen



	you can say that again
	what you’ve said is true and I agree



	you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear
	you can’t make something attractive out of something worthless/unattractive



	you can’t teach an old dog new tricks
	it is hard to get an older person to learn a new skill



	you know what I mean
	(added as emphasis to find out if listener empathizes)



	you must be joking
	I find what you’ve said ridiculous or unbelievable



	your chariot awaits
	(ironic) said when someone is about to get into a vehicle



	you’re only young once
	make the most of your life



	your guess is as good as mine
	neither of us know anything about this subject





Improving your knowledge of grammar is not as difficult or boring as you might think it is. Improving your writing style and word power is even less difficult—and it can be fun as well as rewarding. Try it and see!


WRITTEN ENGLISH

Now and Into the Future

People of an older generation, who remember the pleasure of writing and reading long, newsy letters sent to and received from friends and family, may lament the fact that letter-writing seems to be something of a dying art. However, on a more positive note, it could be argued that we communicate much more now than we ever did in the past. It is the means of communication that has changed, not the inclination to communicate. But it is certainly true that, for most of us, for most of the time, the pen is far from being mightier than the phone, and when we do write it is more and more likely to be via electronic mail (email) or text message than by the traditional method of letter-writing.

It is undisputedly the case that there has been a steep decline in the number of personal letters written in the traditional way, with pen on paper. Pace of life and lack of time have conspired with rapider methods of communication—telephone, fax, email and text messaging—against personal letter-writing. Or looked at another way, the rapider methods of communication have freed up time, time which people are now less inclined to fill by writing personal letters.

Whether this is also true of all types of formal and business correspondence is not quite so clear. Certainly there is a marked increase in certain types of letter; we all receive piles of letters—junk mail—from companies who are trying to drum up business, and shredders and paper-recycling plants are kept busy disposing of it all. But a fair amount of business correspondence is generated as a result of increasing affluence: think of all those letters from credit card and insurance companies, and the sometimes protracted exchanges associated with buying and selling property. Despite predictions of the “paperless office” that computers were supposed to bring about, the opposite seems to have happened. The very ease with which written material can be produced with wordprocessing software has meant the overall amount of printed material—which includes letters—has increased enormously.

There will be some fairly predictable consequences of the changes brought about by the new technologies, which will have an impact on certain types of research. In future, the decrease in social letter-writing may well deprive family historians and social historians of a valuable source of information. Biographers too are likely to have cause to regret the falling from favor of letter-writing; letters, both from and to the subject of a biography, can give an extremely valuable insight into the individual’s character, temperament, relationships and circumstances. The more ephemeral nature of communication via the new technologies will leave very little material for such research: faxes fade; not many people take the trouble to save, archive or print emails; and text messages are deleted to make room for more.

However, in the business world the more recent innovations of fax, email and texting are in many ways more convenient forms of communication than letter-writing, because information is transferred almost instantaneously.

FAX

Fax machines can send and receive handwritten notes, printed text, drawings, diagrams and photographs quickly along a telephone line from anywhere in the world. The fax machine gives the speed of delivery of the telephone while allowing the sender to consider and then write the information that they wish to convey. A fax has the immediacy of the telephone but also some of the permanence of the letter.

Most fax machines can store incoming faxes in their memory and print them out later. Many machines are now multi-functional, combining printer, scanner, photocopier, and fax machine. Other multi-function fax machines have mobile handsets and even offer SMS text messaging.

Faxes should always get to the person to whom they are directed, but lack of confidentiality can be a problem because the fax machine in an office is often shared. The basic message is: if you want to keep information confidential, avoid the fax machine.

Faxes have some other disadvantages. Fax is a shortened version of the word facsimile and faxes are sent using a system called facsimile transmission. The document with the printed text or image to be faxed is scanned and converted into digital code by the fax machine at the sending end and then transmitted down a telephone line to the fax machine at the receiving end. The receiving machine reconstitutes the information and produces a copy of the original. Very often the information comes out as clear at the receiving end as it went in at the sending end, but this is not always the case, especially where the document includes fine detail. Although it is usually possible to change the resolution to improve the readability and clarity of the image, high resolution faxes take much longer to transmit.

Many individuals and businesses—especially before emailing became widespread in the 1990s—abandoned all other forms of communication in favor of the fax. Now that more and more information is stored on computer and can be sent via a broadband Internet connection between computers, the fax is being used less and less.

WORDPROCESSING

Thanks to the world of personal computers, wordprocessing has probably had a greater effect on the production of letters and other documents than any technological advance since the invention of paper.

Prior to this, if someone needed a letter typed, they usually had to write out what they wanted to say, hand this to a secretary, check it, check it again if there were any mistakes the first time round, and sign it. Or, letters would be dictated to a secretary, taken down in shorthand, typed, and finally presented for checking, correcting and signing. All this took up a great deal of time and effort and used a great many man and woman hours. Nor was it a very satisfactory way of dealing with highly confidential or personal information.

Now that there are computers in every office (and in many homes too)with wordprocessing software, gone are the shorthand notebooks, the heavy typewriters, the serried ranks of typists in typing pools, the tedious process of checking and rechecking, the correcting fluid ... the boss may even have learned to type his or her own letters!

The keyboard on the average computer is relatively easy to use even by those who have never had a typing lesson. Using a wordprocessing program, it is a matter of a moment to correct an error or reword a sentence, and most programs will check your spelling, and even your grammar. If you suddenly realize you have used the words good and nice fifteen times in the same paragraph, your wordprocessing program will almost certainly have an inbuilt thesaurus to offer suggestions for synonyms that will add a bit of variety and interest to leaden prose!

You can create documents that contain formatted text, columns, tables, and graphics.

You can add links to websites, and import and export data from your electronic files, the Web, and other programs.

If you want to send out a standard letter to a thousand different people, but you want to personalize each one, wordprocessing packages have a facility called mail merge, which will print, from a database or electronic address book, each individual’s details onto a copy of the standard letter.

EMAIL

No sooner had people come to grips with the fax when along came electronic mail (more usually known by its abbreviated name email, or e-mail). The advantages of email over fax and the traditional postal system or “snail mail” are its ease of use, its cheapness, and its speed of transmission from one computer to another. You can even keep or print out copies. In the first few years of its use, many people found email so convenient it encouraged them to communicate much more that they would otherwise have done. More recently, broadband Internet services have increased the speed of transmission even further. Unfortunately, it is also now fairly commonplace to get huge volumes of unsolicited email or spam, and emails can carry viruses that will damage your computer. They can also be the means by which identity thieves gain access to your personal details. However, as long as you are aware of the precautions that are necessary to guard against these nuisance and criminal activities by reviewing and updating your security systems regularly, email is a great way to communicate.

The business community has embraced email with enthusiasm because of its speed and convenience and because it made it possible to send any type of computer file over the Internet: pictures, sounds, video clips and text files. An email can be sent to hundreds, even thousands, of email addresses simultaneously and very cheaply.

Email addresses are made up of two parts:

everest@highestmountain.com

The first part of the address—the part before the @ symbol—is the user name (often a personal name or any nickname the user chooses to be known by); and the second part—the part after the @ symbol—is the domain name or host name (the Internet server through which the mail is sent and received). The domain name is often further subdivided into the subdomain (immediately after the @ sign), followed by the domain type (the type of organization, such as a business company, a government department, or an academic institution), followed by a country code. Elements in the domain name are separated by dots.

An email message is also made up of two parts: the header information and the message you type. The header information, written by the email software when the message is sent, includes the sender’s name or email address, and the date and time of sending and receipt.

Although email is a fairly informal medium, there is a code of conduct (sometimes called Netiquette) designed to ensure that users do not give offence. It is bad form to SHOUT by typing whole words in capital letters; don’t show anger or be intentionally rude in emails (this is called flaming); always try to put something in the Subject line to give the recipient some idea of what your email is about; check email addresses have been typed correctly; and don’t send anything confidential via email.

TEXT MESSAGING

With the introduction of cellphones came text messaging which has also proved to be an extremely popular method of communication, especially among young people. The younger people are, the more likely they are to text. One study in the UK showed that 80% of those under the age of 25 are more likely to send a text message than make a phone call, while only 14% of people over 55 preferred texting to making a phone call. Other studies list the most popular reasons for social messaging: sending someone a birthday greeting, canceling or arranging a meeting, receiving news updates and sporting news, contacting a partner, and flirting!

Of course, texting also has less frivolous purposes; increasingly businesses are using it as a standard method of sending messages to their clients or customers.

Texting has many advantages: it can be relatively cheap compared to a phone call; a text message can be sent in situations where it is not practical to talk or when the recipient is not able to answer a normal phone call; information can be sent to someone’s phone which they would otherwise have to write down; and, like email, the same message can be sent to a large number of people.

With increasing technological sophistication, cellphones are now becoming a one-stop communication tool, incorporating digital cameras and lots of other features. But texting doesn’t have to be limited to cellphones. Special software programs are available which allow you to send text messages from your PC to a cellphone, and get replies via your email program. Also, with a text-compatible handset, you can send and receive texts from your traditional phone or landline.

At the time of writing, there are three main messaging technologies: SMS (Short Message Service); (EMS) Enhanced Message Service; and MMS (Multimedia Messaging Service).

SMS (Short Message Service)

SMS was the first messaging system to appear. It began as a fairly basic person-to-person text messaging system, using the GSM communication system.

GSM (Global System for Mobile Communications) is a digital cellphone system and is one of the world’s main second generation (2G) wireless standards used on cellphone networks. GSM is very well established in Europe and many other countries of the world, and operates in three frequency bands: 900 megahertz, 1800 megahertz, and 1900 megahertz. The United States equivalent of GSM is PCS (Personal Communication Service), operating in the 1900 megahertz frequency band.

SMS allows alphanumeric text messages of up to 160 characters to be sent and received on a digital cellphone. The SMS system works in a similar way to a paging service, with messages routed through the network’s SMSC (Short Message Service Center). This is a computer which stores the message until it can be delivered to the recipient. SMS text messages can be sent from a cellphone, or via a dial-up connection using a modem and a computer.

The SMSC will store messages when the recipient’s cellphone is turned off. When their phone comes back into service, stored messages will then be delivered automatically. Messages can have an expiry time set, with the message being deleted if not delivered at the end of the expiry period.

When a message is received, it is stored in the SIM (Subscriber Identity Module) smart card chip, where it will be available to be read whenever needed, and saved until deleted. The SIM card, when inserted into a cellphone handset, creates a mobile station. Without the SIM card, the cellphone cannot make or receive calls (except emergency calls). Information stored on the SIM card includes the International Mobile Subscriber Identity (IMSI), the number used by the cellphone network to track calls made and assign call charges.

Most cellphones can be set to beep when a message is received, or have an indicator light on the display panel for situations where the sound of a beep would be inappropriate. Depending upon the phone and the SIM card, you can store between 5 and 15 messages.

Because SMS limits each message to 160 characters, a whole new language of abbreviations and shortened forms has developed. People, especially young people, are communicating by shortening words, using phonetic spellings, missing out letters, or using symbols to represent words, letter combinations, and syllables (see here).

Messaging, with its informal style and abbreviated forms, is now so ubiquitous that some educators are worried that text talk is affecting children’s ability to spell and use English correctly. However, children and young people seem to be just as literate as they were before the texting boom. Concerns about standards of literacy have been around for decades, even centuries, and there was a move towards greater informality long before chat rooms, email or texting existed. It’s a moot point whether loss of formality is a bad thing, but the reality is that things are changing and will go on changing. Our language is always in a state of subtle change. New words find their way into English all the time: coming from other languages; giving names to scientific, technical, and technological discoveries and innovations; reflecting social change; or adopted from street slang.

The spelling and shortening system used in texting is very unlikely to be used much outside the specific context for which it evolved. And, anyway, texting does have its own rules, however loose and informal. To shorten words and expressions in a meaningful way you first have to know something of the basic rules of English usage. In other words, you have to know the rules before you can break them. The anxious observers may just be anxious because they aren’t particularly comfortable with the new technology, or perhaps it’s because young people are busy with something that they haven’t had to learn from their “elders and betters.”

Many cellphones now include a software application called Predictive Text Messaging, designed to make writing SMS text messages quicker and easier. Instead of the message writer having to perform multiple keystrokes to scroll laboriously through letters, predictive text systems make the most of the limited number of keys found on phone keypads. Each key (usually one of nine) is allocated 3 or 4 letters of the alphabet. A dictionary database with the most commonly used words, abbreviations, emoticons, and punctuation comes as part of the predictive text-messaging package. As the writer begins to key words in, the software reads the keystrokes and scans the dictionary for matching words. Where it finds a match, it will “predict” what the word being typed is going to be and complete it. Where its prediction is wrong, changes can be made manually. Words that the software does not recognize can be entered into the dictionary and stored for future use. Like the spellcheckers used with wordprocessing software, predictive text can sometimes get it very wrong, causing, at best, amusement and, at worst, irritation.

EMS (Enhanced Messaging Service)

EMS (Enhanced Messaging Service) adds a few more bells and whistles to SMS. It is what it says it is—an improved message system, which allows you to send and receive formatted text messages, simple pictures, sounds and animations. An EMS message may contain one or all of these elements. If messages exceed the length of a single SMS message then they will be made up of a number of concatenated (linked) SMS messages. However, the phone receiving an EMS message must also have EMS capability; otherwise the received message will be displayed without formatting, like a plain SMS text message. EMS may ultimately be made obsolete by MMS.

MMS (Multimedia Messaging Service)

MMS (Multimedia Messaging Service) represents a significant advance from the fairly basic SMS. With MMS a message can include images, graphics, text and audio clips. Photo messaging is a popular use of MMS, with an inbuilt camera in the mobile photo used to take a photograph and the photograph then being sent as a message or an email. MMS offers unlimited text with formatting. Where a full third generation (3G) network is available, video clips can also added to messages. MMS will support graphs, tables, charts, diagrams, animated GIFs, image editing and sound streaming.

MMS messages can sent via websites. For receiving MMS messages, if the device does not support MMS, the user gets an SMS message pointing to a URL where the message is stored. MMS messages can also be sent to an email address.

The steps in the delivery of MMS messages are slightly different from SMS. An MMS message is sent to a MMSC (Multi-Media Service Center). When the MMSC receives the message, this is indicated on the sender’s phone by Message Sent. The MMSC sends the receiver a notification that a new message is waiting. The receiver can then download the message immediately, or download it later. When the receiver has successfully downloaded the message, the sender gets a Message Delivered message.

For MMS to become fully functional network operators need to upgrade their infrastructure to the 3G standard. If change in the last 30 years is matched, MMS will very soon be the norm before being overtaken by the next generation of message systems!

Texting hints

Here are a few suggestions to make your text life more exciting.

Shorten words by missing out vowels, as in:







	




	weekend
	wknd



	message
	msg





Use numbers if they sound like a word, as in:







	




	wonder
	1der



	to
	2



	for
	4



	ate
	8





Why use more than one letter when one will do?







	




	see
	C



	tea
	T



	you
	U





You can substitute a single letter for combinations of letters when they sound the same, as in:







	




	phone
	fone



	some
	sum



	night
	nite





A capital letter can be used as a substitute for a double letter that comes in the middle or at the end of a word, as in:







	




	middle
	miDle



	tell
	teL





A capital letter can be used as a substitute for a long vowel, as in:







	




	phone
	fOn



	broke
	brOk





A capital letter in a string of text can mean a new word starts here, as in:







	




	Jenny broke my phone
	JenyBrokMyFon





The dollar sign ($) can be used for double S, as in:







	




	Tell me some gossip!
	TeLMeSumGo$ip!





The percentage symbol (%) can mean double O or the oo sound, as in:







	




	could
	c%d



	would
	w%d



	wood
	w%d





Smileys

Have you ever sent a text or email to someone and they took it completely the wrong way? Sometimes it’s hard to tell whether someone is serious, joking, sarcastic, or boiling with rage, because you can’t get any verbal cues from the words alone. That’s where smileys come in (also known as emoticons because they represent emotions). Adding a smiley to a statement can qualify it and indicate to the reader your feelings and mood.

In Internet folklore, the person supposed to have produced the first online smiley was Scott Fahlman of the Carnegie-Mellon University, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania on the university’s bulletin board in the early 1980s. There are, of course, rival claims!

Most smileys are viewed sideways and some are a lot more obvious than others. A selection of emoticons or smileys used in email and text messaging (viewed sideways) is shown on the next page.







	




	:,-(
	crying



	:-(
	sad



	:-)
	happy



	:-D
	wide smile



	:-/)
	not funny



	:-0
	yelling



	:-@
	screaming



	:-0
	shocked



	:-y
	said with a smile



	(:-&
	angry



	}:-[
	angry, frustrated



	:-|
	serious



	|:-|
	frowning



	;-)
	winking



	:-x
	kiss



	:x
	silent



	|-o
	bored, snoring



	:>
	cheeky



	:”>
	embarrassed



	:-e
	disappointed



	%-)
	confused



	:-/
	skeptical



	#:-o
	shocked



	{}
	no comment



	`:-)
	raised eyebrow



	:-&
	tongue-tied



	:-)…
	drooling



	8)
	wearing sunglasses





Letter-writing

GETTING ORGANIZED

Whether or not to write a letter

While nowadays there may be many new effective ways of communicating and some of these may be quicker and more convenient than writing a letter, none has, so far, wholly or satisfactorily replaced letter-writing.

The traditional method of writing/typing and posting a letter will have a place for the foreseeable future, and there are still many situations when nothing else will serve your purpose so well as to write a letter.

But—and especially if you are a novice letter-writer—how do you decide when it is appropriate to write a letter and, once the decision to write is made, what do you need to make a start? Here are some pointers that might help you decide whether or not to write a letter:


	What is your purpose? If your purpose can be fitted into one of the following broad categories, you should consider writing a letter: requesting information or action; providing information or a detailed description; acknowledging information or an event; persuading someone to take action or demanding they take action; giving someone bad news or saying no.

	Do you and the person with whom you want to communicate have a professional/business relationship? If the relationship is, or will be, a professional/business one, it is usually better to write a letter, at least for the first contact.

	If this is the first contact, how can you be sure that the person you want to get in touch will be free to talk on the phone, or that they read faxes and pick up emails? A letter gives the recipient—especially someone who is busy and stressed—the opportunity to read your letter, digest the contents, and answer in their own way, and in their own time.

	Does the person or organization require a letter or form with your signature before they will take action to deal with an issue? If this is the case, there is very little point in phoning or emailing them.

	Is the matter-in-hand important, but not particularly urgent? If there is enough time to put it in a letter and send it by post, this is often the best way to ensure it is properly dealt with.

	Is the information complicated and lengthy? If you don’t spend the time considering layout and marshalling the information in a letter, is there a risk it may be misunderstood? Could it be communicated satisfactorily and in its entirety in a single phone call? If not, write it down in a letter.

	Is the information confidential? Confidential material should be sent in a sealed envelope. Fax and email are not guaranteed to be secure.

	Do you want to convey seriousness, formality or great depth of feeling? A well-written letter allows you to express yourself with the care and clarity, and in the tone, which best achieves these aims. Can this be done adequately in a phone call or by dashing off an email or fax?



Social letters

For social correspondence, be guided by the context, the attitudes and personality of your reader, and your relationship (if any) with them. Remember that despite society’s increasing tendency to informality, and the convenience of the telephone, fax and email, there are still situations where courtesy demands a more old-fashioned approach. For example, many people would consider it impolite to receive a thank you message by any other means than a letter or card, and unless you are very close to a bereaved person, condolences are best conveyed in writing. Before making the decision to write a social letter ask yourself these questions:


	What is considered to be good manners in the circumstances?

	Is the matter to be dealt with one that you and/or the recipient are more comfortable writing/reading about than talking about? A letter is a good way of dealing with things that you find hard to talk about.

	Are you sure you want to leave a permanent record of your feelings, whatever they may be? It is not really a very good idea to write a letter when you are angry or in a state of high emotion. You may live to regret it! On the other hand, a written message of love, thanks, congratulation or sympathy is often appreciated much more than an ephemeral phone call, and may be treasured for a long time to come.

	Does the individual concerned enjoy receiving, reading and writing letters? Will he or she value the effort you have made and see that your letter of several pages is a labor of love and a work of art? Know your audience and try to communicate in a way that does not cause embarrassment or feelings of inadequacy.

	Consider the recipient’s physical and mental state. There is no point in writing a letter to a sight-impaired person unless you would be happy about someone else reading your letter to him or her, and this can be easily arranged. Remember that a very elderly person may find it a struggle to get through a long-winded letter.



Business and personal business letters

In the business and professional world, letter-writing plays a crucial role in communication with clients, negotiations, administration, marketing, recruitment and employment, and many other everyday situations.

On a personal level, legal, financial and insurance matters, complaints, requests for service, and job applications are just some of the business matters you will probably have to deal with by letter at some time in your life.

A well-crafted business letter makes a strong impression, so the ability to produce such a letter is an important skill. Here are a few examples of circumstances in which it is recommended you write a letter—and keep a copy—rather than communicate by any of the other available means:


	when you need to keep a permanent record of an exchange (writing the information down and keeping a copy means you can refer to it later if necessary, and track any subsequent correspondence on the subject)

	when giving or confirming information, especially to institutions like banks and building societies, and government departments like the Inland Revenue

	when sending several documents in a single envelope (it is good practice to include a covering letter listing the documents being sent)

	when the information is confidential

	when applying for a job

	when making or responding to a complaint

	when a written reply is requested.



Handwritten or typed/wordprocessed?

You have now decided to write a letter. The next decision is whether the letter should be handwritten or typed/wordprocessed.

In the past, most letters were handwritten because not many people could type and few had access to a typewriter. Nowadays, the widespread ownership of personal computers with their wordprocessing software and printers has made the decision rather more difficult.

If this choice is available to you, first take into consideration the likely reaction and attitude of the letter’s recipient. Despite the fact that wordprocessing skills are something that nearly everyone aims to acquire, there is a lingering feeling, especially among older people, that a handwritten letter is more personal and somehow more caring. So unless you are certain that the other person will not object to a typed letter, it is still advisable to write your most personal letters.

There are some specific situations where one method or the other is strongly recommended. Letters (or cards) that should, ideally, be handwritten include:


	love letters

	thank you letters

	letters of congratulation

	messages of condolence.



Letters that should, ideally, be typed or wordprocessed include:


	all professional and business letters

	CV and covering letter (unless handwriting is specified by the prospective employer).



It is not only desirable, but increasingly necessary, to type all business letters. Handwritten ones create a less professional image and are therefore likely to receive less serious attention than those laid out and printed in the standard printed business format. If a letter is of particular importance and you cannot type it yourself, it is worthwhile getting someone to type it for you.

Before computers, most job applicants would have submitted a handwritten application. Nowadays, a letter of application should always be typed, as should the CV and its covering letter.

Very occasionally, a job advert will stipulate that applicants should apply only in their own handwriting. Reasons for making such a stipulation vary. It may be that the job is one in which legible handwriting matters, or the employer may feel that the neatness or otherwise of the handwriting gives a clue to the applicant’s likely approach to the job. Amongst larger firms with human resources departments to vet and analyze applications, a handwritten application may even be scrutinized by a trained graphologist. Recruiting new staff is a time-consuming and costly business and appointing the wrong person to a job is even more costly. By using graphological analysis, the firm can get some insight into applicants’ characters, personalities and suitability for the job.

Handwriting

Another important consideration when making the choice to write or type your letter is the legibility or otherwise of your handwriting. Most of us tend to be view our own handwriting through somewhat rose-tinted glasses. Because we can (usually) read our own handwriting we tend to assume that others will be able to read it too. Be self-critical and, above all, realistic. Is your handwriting really a thing of beauty, with clear well-formed letters that any child can read without the least difficulty? Even if your handwriting is difficult to decipher, there are times when you should make a real effort to write neatly and when the recipient will probably exercise a little tolerance if your effort doesn’t quite come off. Letters of condolence to the bereaved, love letters, and other letters of a particularly personal nature should be handwritten, however illegible your handwriting.

Remember that the overall appearance of your letter is almost as important as the content. A neat, well-laid-out letter is a courtesy to the person you are writing to and will create a good impression.

Writing tools

It is important to choose a pen that will make your handwriting as neat and attractive-looking as possible.

Some people derive great pleasure from using a good fountain pen and feel that their handwriting is at its best when they use one. There are very handsome fountain pens around, ranging from the modestly priced to the extremely expensive. Disadvantages of the fountain pen are that it is less forgiving and requires more skill to use than a ballpoint pen, it needs to be refilled with ink, and it can sometimes leak.

The ballpoint pen, or biro, is considerably cheaper and on the whole is easier and quicker to use. Check before writing your letter that the pen you intend to use does not leak and ink flows smoothly from the ballpoint. Otherwise, your writing may end up being blotchy, messy and difficult to read.

Other modern pen options which produce good results include fiber-tip pens, some of which have very fine points, and rollerball pens. The use of thicker felt-tip pens should be confined to marking uneven surfaces, such as the outside of bulky envelopes or packages.

Next give some thought to ink color. As a general rule, stick to dark blue or black ink. They are unobtrusive and contrast best with white or pale cream paper. Vermilion or violet ink with silvery flecks are all very well if you are writing a very informal letter to a close friend but should always be avoided in more formal letters.

Never write a business letter in pencil.

Writing paper

The process of writing can be made more pleasurable if you use good quality paper that doesn’t crease or tear and takes ink without smudging or blotching. It is not a good idea to tear a piece of paper from one of your child’s school exercise books and start writing. This is going to look both scrappy and sloppy—and will be treated as such!

It really is worth investing in good quality writing paper. As a rule it is best to opt for plain paper, white or off-white without ornament or fussy edgings. Pale cream, pale blue or pale grey may look rather tasteful and will usually do very well for social letters, but for formal business letters it really is best to stick to white.

Because letters that are sent by airmail cost more in postage, there is nothing wrong with writing personal letters on the special thin (and light) writing paper produced for this purpose or you can use airmail letters (specially printed sheets that function as both writing paper and envelope, with the postage pre-paid and guide lines printed on the sheet indicating how it should be folded before sealing). Formal business letters should still be written on normal white writing paper.

Never use lined paper, even if your handwriting is of the kind that slopes ever more upwards or ever more downwards with every word you write. Lined paper tends to carry memories of the schoolroom with it. If you find it difficult to write in even-spaced horizontal lines, try using a ruled backing sheet under your unlined paper.

If you are thinking about having your address and telephone number pre-printed or engraved on your personal writing paper, it is important to avoid anything too fancy. Better instead to have something simple and understated if you want to make a serious impression. If you are starting up your own business, and are not of an artistic bent, it is worth consulting a good designer to help you select something that is eye-catching and memorable but not too overwhelming. Ideally, your headed notepaper should be printed by a professional printer. Even if you have the most advanced design software on your computer and are practiced in its use, for the smartest results it is usually still best to leave the printing of your design to a professional.

These days in the UK, Europe and many other places, nearly all commercially produced paper for writing, printing and photocopying is supplied in one of the A sizes. The A sizing system is an international standard for paper. The main advantage of this standardization—from the paper manufacturers’ and their customers’ points of view—is that each A size is half the area of the previous one, in a descending scale from A0 to A7. Thus, an A1 sheet folded and cut in half will produce two A2 sheets, an A2 sheet will produce two A3 sheets, and so on.

The dimensions of each A size are:

A0 = 841 mm × 1189 mm

A1 = 594 mm × 841 mm

A2 = 420 mm × 594 mm

A3 = 297 mm × 420 mm

A4 = 210 mm × 297 mm

A5 = 148 mm × 210 mm

A6 = 105 mm × 148 mm

A7 = 74 mm × 105 mm.

In America and Asia, imperial paper sizes may also be used. Their names and dimensions are:

Executive = 7.25 in × 10.5 in (184 mm × 267 mm)

Folio = 8.25 in × 13 in (210 mm × 330 mm)

Foolscap = 8 in × 13 in (203 mm × 330 mm)

Index card = 5 in × 8 in (127 mm × 203 mm)

Ledger = 17 in × 11 in (432 mm × 279 mm)

Legal = 8.5 in × 14 in (216 mm × 356 mm)

Letter = 8.5 in × 11 in (216 mm × 356 mm)

Photo = 4 in × 6 in (102 mm × 152 mm)

Quarto = 8.5 in × 1013/16 in (216 mm × 275 mm)

Statement/Halfletter = 5.5 in × 8.5 in (140 mm × 216 mm)

Tabloid = 11 in × 17 in (279 mm × 432 mm).

In the A series, the most frequently used paper sizes are A3, A4 and A5. A3 is too large for letters, and is used principally for spreadsheets and large printouts. A4 is the standard size used in business. It will fit into a standard file and filing system, and into the hoppers of printers and photocopying machines. A5 is mostly used for memos or shorter personal letters.

If your letter is to a business or other organization you should always use A4 paper. However, for personal letters you do not need to stick to the A4 size. Your main consideration here should be the likely length of your letter and the size of your handwriting. If you are planning to write a very long newsy letter and your handwriting is large and sprawling, then it is clearly sensible to choose a larger page size.

On the other hand, if you know that you have very little to say, it would be best to opt for a smaller page size, especially if you also have rather small, cramped writing. A few lines surrounded by huge area of blank paper will simply draw attention to the fact that you don’t have much to say.

The traditional advice was to avoid writing or printing on both sides of a piece of paper, though conservationists will point out that using both sides of the sheet saves paper and we should all be making an effort to avoid wasting precious resources. However, it is probably best to restrict this practice to your personal correspondence.

Business and formal letters should be typed or written on one side only, using continuation sheets for the second and subsequent pages.

Before sending a letter with writing on both sides of the paper, be sure that both sides are legible. If the pen has been pressed down heavily and dark ink has been used, the writing may be very difficult to read on both sides. If your handwritten letter stretches to more than three sides, it is a good idea to number the second and subsequent sheets. This avoids any muddle on the reader’s part, should the individual sheets get out of order.

Envelopes

When it comes to choosing an envelope it is best to select a good quality one that matches the color and weight of your writing paper. Use a size that allows you to insert the letter into the envelope with the minimum of folds. Standard envelope sizes are:

DL = 110 mm × 220 mm

C3 = 324 mm × 458 mm

C4 = 324 mm × 229 mm

C5 = 229 mm × 162 mm

C6 = 162 mm × 114 mm.

If you don’t want to fold an A4 sheet, use a C4 size envelope. The C5 size will take an A4 sheet folded once, or an A5 sheet unfolded; the C6 size will take an A4 sheet folded three times, an A5 sheet folded once, or an A6 sheet unfolded.

Many business letters are sent in DL envelopes measuring 110 mm × 220 mm. These take an A4 sheet folded neatly twice, that is into thirds. When using this size of envelope, make sure the corners of the sheet of paper are precisely aligned before making the folds. Any refolding or an extra small fold will spoil the appearance of your letter.

Window and aperture envelopes are occasionally used for business letters. A window envelope has a square or oblong panel cut out and covered with a transparent material through which the addressee’s name and address on the letter can be seen. In an aperture envelope, there is no transparent protective covering over the cut-out section. For both of these types of envelope, the letter inside must be folded and inserted correctly so that the address appears in the correct position under the cut-out panel.

When the letter is a business communication or a fairly formal letter, especially to someone whose tastes you do not know, avoid decorated envelopes. Some business letters are routinely sent in brown, or manila, envelopes, because it is supposed to be less easy to detect an enclosure in a brown envelope. In the past, small brown envelopes were used for sending out bills. However, this practice is not so widespread now, and many bills today come through the letterbox in plain white envelopes. Airmail envelopes are available for letters going overseas.

If you are going to take the trouble to write a letter you should aim
for as professional a final product as possible. It is worthwhile spending money on good paper, a good quality writing instrument, and putting a little thought into the layout. This will help you to create a good impression.

PRESENTATION AND LAYOUT

The layout and design of a letter will have an impact on the reader before he or she gets around to considering its content. A high standard of presentation is very important, especially in today’s highly competitive business and employment environments. Of course, this applies not just to letters, but to all the communications that may affect an individual’s, a company’s or an organization’s image: emails, faxes, reports, sales literature, advertisements, and brochures.

You don’t want any letter you write to give the impression that it has been produced hastily and carelessly. It should be well designed, properly spaced, and well organized. A well-laid-out letter can also help to highlight any important points you want to make.

Much of this chapter gives advice on how formal and business correspondence is laid out. For personal and social letters, you don’t have to stick to a rigid structure, though some of the tips should nonetheless be useful for personal and less formal social letters.

If you use a wordprocessor, a good deal of the formatting can be done automatically. You can also make use of the extra features that wordprocessing programs provide such as bullets and numbering, columns, tables and boxes. Most programs include letter templates of various designs and layouts from which to choose.

Blocked, indented and semi-blocked styles

There are two main styles for presenting typed letters in the English-speaking world: blocked style and indented style. There is also an intermediate style, the semi-blocked style. While these styles can be individualized in some of their elements, they are broadly as described in the next few pages.

Fully blocked style

The most popular format for typed or printed formal and business letters is the fully blocked style with open punctuation, that is minimum punctuation.

An example of a letter laid out in fully blocked style is given on the opposite page. This sample letter also illustrates some of the standard elements of a letter, which are more fully described later in this section.

The fully blocked format is easy to set out using a typewriter or personal computer and extremely convenient for the increasing numbers of people who wordprocess their own correspondence, but do not necessarily have traditional secretarial skills.

Fully indented style

Nowadays, the fully indented style is regarded in business and professional circles as being very old-fashioned. It is still occasionally used for personal and handwritten letters, but its popularity is steadily declining as more and more people use wordprocessors at home.

The stepped indents for each element of the fully indented format are time-consuming to set up on a wordprocessor. (See the sample fully indented letter on here.)

Semi-blocked style

The semi-blocked style has some fully blocked elements and some indented elements. Though this format is thought by some people to be a little old-fashioned, it is quite easy to type on a wordprocessor. It is therefore a useful way of ringing the changes from the seemingly ubiquitous fully blocked style. (See the sample semi-blocked letter on here.)

As has been said before, none of these styles needs to be rigidly adhered to in all its details. Where the stationery has been pre-printed with the sender’s name, address and other details, it is obviously not necessary to duplicate these details.




Hall Office Management Ltd
47 Yarn Street
LIVERPOOL
M100 XYZ
Telephone: +44 (0)1234 5678910
Facsimile: +44 (0)1234 5678911

Your ref: AA/Corr01
Our ref: VH/NDEC

7 July 2009

Mr Albert Appleby
Manager
Havestock Mill
101 Walpole Street
LIVERPOOL
M100 XXZ

Dear Mr Appleby

FULLY BLOCKED STYLE

This is an example of the style my company uses to present our business letters. It is nowadays the standard layout for nearly all business correspondence.

Blocked style’s most obvious feature is that all the elements of the letter are aligned to the left. In the main body of the letter, the first line of each paragraph and all subsequent lines within a paragraph are also aligned to the left.

There is no punctuation in addresses or after the salutation or complimentary closing. Headings are in block capitals without underlining.

Notice that, in this layout, there is a single line space between the paragraphs and between all the other elements. This is the usual method of spacing in blocked style.

I enclose further examples of reports, faxes and memos in blocked style.

Yours sincerely

Victoria Hall

Victoria Hall
Director
ENC x 3






45 Yarn Street,
LIVERPOOL,
M100 XYZ.

7 July 2009

Messrs. Smith & Gemmell,

101 Walpole Street,

LIVERPOOL,

Merseyside,

M100 XXZ.

Dear Sirs,

FULLY INDENTED STYLE

I have pleasure in providing you with an example of a letter written in fully indented style, and a description of the main characteristics of this style.

The sender’s address is on the right hand side of the sheet with the second and subsequent lines of the address beginning one or two characters to the right of the first letter or number on the preceding line. The date is to the right below the sender’s address.

If the recipient’s address is included the first line is aligned to the left with the second and subsequent lines beginning one or two characters to the right of the first letter on the preceding line.

There is a full stop following the last line of the address. Commas follow all other address lines, and the salutation and complimentary close. Generally, there is more punctuation in indented style than in fully blocked style.

The salutation or opening greeting is aligned to the left-hand margin, any heading following the salutation is centred above the main text of the letter and may be underlined, and the first line of each paragraph of the main text is indented. Line spaces between the paragraphs of the main text are optional in indented style. While the indent is often sufficient to distinguish the paragraphs, no line spacing between paragraphs can give a dense appearance to the page. The complimentary close and signature can be indented from the left margin, centred under the main text, or (as here) placed near the right hand margin of the page.

Yours sincerely,

Alicia Amberhurst

Alicia Amberhurst






45 Yarn Street,
LIVERPOOL,
M100 XYZ

7 July 2009

Messrs. Smith & Gemmell,
101 Walpole Street,
LIVERPOOL,
Merseyside,
M100 XXZ

Dear Sirs,

SEMI-BLOCKED STYLE

I have pleasure in providing you with an example of a letter written in semi-blocked style, which illustrates how blocking and indentation can be combined to vary the layout.

The sender’s address is on the right hand side of the sheet with the second and subsequent lines of the address aligned with the first letter of the first line. The date is under, and aligned with, the sender’s address. All lines of the recipient’s address are aligned to the left of the page, as is the salutation.

Commas and full stops have been used in the addresses, with a comma following the salutation and complimentary close.

The salutation or opening greeting is aligned to the left hand margin, and the heading is centred and may be underlined. The first line of each paragraph of the main text is indented, and there are line spaces between the paragraphs.

The complimentary close and signature are centred under the main text.

Yours sincerely,

Alicia Amberhurst

Alicia Amberhurst



Pre-printed stationery

All letters should include the sender’s address. Some people choose to avoid the trouble of laying out their address by having their address pre-printed on their personal notepaper. This is, of course, standard practice for business stationery; most large companies spend quite a lot of time and money on a design that will create the sort of image they want to project.

The pre-printed stationery of businesses, institutions and government agencies will usually include logo, name, full postal address, telephone number, fax number, and often also an email address and URL or website address. These elements usually appear at the top of the page.

Private limited companies are legally obliged to show the company’s registered number, registered address, and directors’ names. This information is often printed along the bottom of the page. In Britain, businesses registered for VAT (value added tax) must print their VAT number somewhere on their stationery; often this is under or next to the company name and address.

The pre-printed stationery of a private individual will usually include their name, postal address, telephone number, fax number, and email address.

Designing your stationery

Graphics and text design tools come as part of nearly all modern wordprocessing and desktop-publishing programs. It is perfectly possible to design your stationery on your personal computer using these tools. However, you should seriously consider paying a professional to print the stationery that will incorporate the design you decide on. Unless you have a very sophisticated printing machine, producing the stationery yourself may be a false economy.

Continuation sheets

If you do have your stationery printed by a professional printer, it is also a good idea to get a supply of continuation paper, that is sheets used for typing second and subsequent pages of a letter. These should match the color and weight of your letterhead. Continuation sheets are often pre-printed with some element from the main letterhead, such as a company name and logo.

Formatting continuation sheets

When typing continuation sheets, it is usual to include a page number, the date, a reference, and/or the name of the addressee. One method of formatting these elements is shown opposite. Alternatively, you might prefer to have the page number, the date and the reference on the same line. A wordprocessor can be set up to include automatically page number, date and various other types of references which will be printed as a header or footer on each page of the letter.


Page 2 of 2

7 July 2005

Mr Albert Appleby

You should always leave 3–4 lines blank at the top of the continuation sheet before going on with the body of your letter.

Elsewhere there is a single line space between the paragraphs and between all the other elements. This is the usual method of spacing in blocked style, though line spacing is sometimes varied to suit the extent of the letter.

I enclose further examples of reports, faxes and memos in blocked style.

I hope you will agree that this style has a pleasing and business-like appearance.

Yours sincerely

Victoria Hall

Victoria Hall
Director

ENC × 3



Overall appearance

Use design and formatting to help the reader of your letter.

A good start

Make sure there is enough contrast between the color of the ink and the paper. For preference, use black or dark blue ink on a white background.

Whether you are writing by hand or using a wordprocessor, it is a good idea to take the time to make a first draft. A draft set out in paragraphs will give an idea of the length, and therefore how the lines ought to be spaced on the page. A draft will also make it easier to refine and correct the content. Aim to make the final version of the letter as professional-looking and free of corrections and errors as possible.

Spacing and line length

Leave generous margins. Try to allow a margin of about 25 mm at the top and bottom, and at both sides, of each page.

For the main body of the letter, the space between lines should always be greater than the space between words. Otherwise, the reader’s eye can jump down the lines. The usual (default) line spacing in a wordprocessing program for 10–12 point type size will be 12 point, or about 120% of the type size.

Very long and very short lines make people read more slowly. A full line of body text should have about 10 to 12 words. The size of the type you use depends on the length of the line. Longer lines need larger type.

If your letter is short, the text should not be pushed up to the top of the sheet with a large area left blank at the bottom.

It does not look good if the first page is densely printed and closely spaced with only one or two lines appearing on a second page. Try to alter the spacing so that more text appears on the second page, or try to fit the letter into a single page. A second page, or continuation sheet, should have at least three or four lines of text, excluding the complimentary close and signature.

Alignment

Using a wordprocessor, text can be aligned in various ways: justified, with the column of text aligned on both left and right; ranged left, also called ragged right; ranged right, also called ragged left; and centered. Examples of each are shown below.


This is an example of justified text. The spaces between the words are different lengths so that full lines of text align to the left and to the right.

This is an example of text ranged left. The spaces between the words are the same length. The text is aligned at the left side of the page but not at the right side, hence the informal name ‘ragged right’.

This is an example of text ranged right. The spaces between the words are the same length. The text is aligned at the right side of the page but not at the left side, hence the informal name ‘ragged left’.

This text is centred and has equal spaces between words.



It is best to avoid justifying the body text of your letter. Though it gives a neat appearance some people find it more difficult to read than body text aligned on the left side. To avoid the long spaces between words that justified text can create, it may be a temptation to try to fit more into a gappy line by splitting a word at the end of a line and inserting a hyphen
at the split. While this is a common technique in newspaper, magazine
and reference-book publishing, it is not recommended for letter-writing, simply because anything that might inhibit the recipient’s reading should be avoided. End of line splits can make the reader hesitate. In any event, there is not absolute agreement about where words should be split, and it is quite likely you will irritate your reader by using a method of splitting that he or she does not agree with.

The standard alignment for letter-writing is to range the text to the left. Text ranged to the right is only used for specialist purposes or in certain languages. Centering the text can sometimes be useful for making some part of the letter stand out, but it is not used routinely.

Which typeface should be used when wordprocessing a letter?

Fonts can be divided into two groups: serif fonts, which have little curls (serifs) on the letters, and sans serif (meaning without serif) fonts, which are plain.

There are many different fonts available to users of wordprocessing and email programs and more are being designed every day. You may imagine having so many different font styles available to you gives you a great opportunity to express your individuality. Up to a point this is true, but don’t get carried away.

For formal letters, business letters, and especially for job applications, care should be taken when selecting a font. Always consider readability and the appropriateness of the font for the task. After all, you would probably be rather taken aback to receive a letter from the tax office or the bank manager in a font that communicates a sense of playfulness or light-hearted simplicity, such as the following:

formal application or business methods

Researchers in the field of CV-writing have found that the font can be an important factor in determining if a CV and its covering letter is rejected early in the vetting process, or given further attention. Keep in mind that an employer is likely to receive many CVs in response to a job advertisement, and while making the first selection of suitable candidates he or she may spend no more that a minute or so on each CV. If your CV and its covering letter are badly presented or difficult to read, your application is quite likely to fall at this first hurdle.

For typed CVs and covering letters, and formal correspondence in general, it is probably advisable to stick to more conservative fonts, such as the serif fonts:
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or, clear, elegant and readable sans serif fonts, such as:
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Avoid using more than two fonts in a letter. With so many different fonts available, you may be tempted to use more than two, but too many changes in font will almost certainly make your letter look cluttered and so reduce its readability. One font for headings and another for the text is usually enough. Alternatively, you could use a single font throughout, and use bold or a larger font size to make headings, reference lines or other elements stand out.

Type size is measured in units called points. The type size most often used for letters is 12 point, though you can go down to 10 point if this is necessary to fit your letter onto a single sheet. Don’t go below 10 point because smaller sized type will make your letter difficult to read. Headings are usually 2 point sizes larger than the text size, so if the main text of your letter is in 12 point, you might use 14 point or larger for headings.

Paragraphs

Keep paragraphs short. For formal and business letters, this usually means no more than six to eight lines per paragraph.

Don’t leave one line of a paragraph at the bottom of the previous page or at the top of the next page. Try, wherever possible, to start a new page with a new paragraph.

Ideally, a formal letter or business letter should consist of a beginning, a middle and an end. There will usually be a short introductory paragraph, whose purpose is to acknowledge any previous letter received and/or state briefly the purpose or subject of the letter. This is followed by a longer paragraph, or series of paragraphs, making and expanding on various points. The letter should ideally end with a short final paragraph (the conclusion). Each paragraph should deal with only one main point or idea. The information should be laid out in a logical sequence, providing relevant details where required, and making sure the information flows smoothly from point to point.

Highlighting and structure

When formatting a letter, take care to get the balance right between style and content. As was mentioned in the previous chapter, take care about the font you use, and don’t use more than 2 or 3 different fonts or sizes within the same letter.

The most effective way to highlight a word or phrase is to use bold. Avoid using BLOCK CAPITAL LETTERS for emphasis in the body of the letter and try not to use underlining in the body of the letter. Italic should be used sparingly and not for long stretches of text, as this can be difficult to read, especially in a smaller font size.

It is becoming increasingly common to find bullet points in business letters. These can give a professional and attractive appearance to a letter or report, allowing the reader to extract each point easily. Bullet points, when used within the body of a long letter, can make the letter appear less dense and daunting. A cautionary note: because bullet points are designed to stand out they may be the only thing the reader focuses on, with the surrounding text getting little or no attention, as in:

We require separate estimates for:


	Re-roofing the house with traditional slates.

	Thatching the barn.

	Clearing the old farm equipment and debris from the yard.

	Replacing any missing granite setts in the yard.

	Rebuilding any damaged boundary walls and fences.



The individual elements of a formal or business letter

The sample on here shows all the elements likely to be used in a formal or business letter. This sample is intended to show the order in which these elements usually appear in blocked style. It is not necessary to include all of them in every letter but explanations for all the elements are given below. The obligatory elements are shown in bold in the sample.

Return address (sender’s address)

Where this is not already in place on pre-printed letterhead (often centered at the top of the page), the sender’s address must be written or typed on every letter. When typing or keying the address, it should be placed at the top right-hand corner of the sheet of paper. The address must include all the information that will be needed for the fast and safe delivery of any reply. Make sure you include the post town and postcode (or ZIP code). The post town and postcode should be typed in capital letters.

23 Park Drive

SEAFIELD

RA14 2TY

If a county name is included only its first letter should be in capitals.

23 Park Drive

SEAFIELD

Blackshire

RA14 2TY

The individual elements of a formal or business letter


Return address (sender’s address) including postcode
(Sender’s contact details)

Reference

Date

Special markings/type of dispatch

Attention line (1)
Inside address (recipient’s address) including postcode

Attention line (2)

Salutation (opening greeting)

Subject heading

Body of letter

Complimentary close

Signature

Sender’s name
Sender’s position and/or personal contact details

Postscript

Enclosures

Copies



Inside the letter, the post town and postcode can be typed on the same line, but on the envelope the post town and postcode should always be on separate lines.

In the UK, postcodes are made up of a mixture of letters and numbers—a total of five, six or seven characters. (See also here.) The postcode should be typed with a single space before the group of three numbers/letters at the end of the code.

RA14 2TY

In the US, the Zip code is on the last line with the municipality and the state abbreviation, as shown below:

CHICAGO IL 85672-4332

Each country has its own formula for postcodes. For international mail, you should refer to your correspondent’s letters to ensure you use the correct layout for their address and postcode. Also for international mail, the country name should be on a separate line after the postcode or Zip code and should be written in English.

Hermann Gottlieb

Hertzstrasse 12

16935 Leipzig

GERMANY

Punctuation in addresses has now largely been dispensed with but you can opt to use a more conventional level of punctuation, with commas after the street number and at the end of each line of the address—in the UK, it’s really a matter of choice.

Sender’s contact information

Nowadays, many individuals, and nearly all businesses, include contact information in their letters. This is likely to include telephone number and fax number, and sometimes also a cellphone number, email address and website address. The positioning of this information is to some extent a matter of taste, though it is most often placed on the right-hand side below the sender’s address.

For telephone and fax numbers, it is now standard practice to include the country code for the country you require. This comes at the beginning of the number and is preceded by a plus sign (+). For example, the international dialing code for the United Kingdom is 44, so a telephone number including this code will look like this:

+44 (0)141 000 1000

Note that when dialing from abroad the first digit of the area code (shown bracketed above) is not used and you will have to also include the international access code (00 in Europe, 011 in the USA) in front of the country code as in:

0044 141 000 1000

Ideally, and for clarity, there should be a line space between the contact information and the last line of the sender’s address. Contact information is often presented like this:

Tel: +44 (0)141 000 1000

Fax: +44 (0)141 000 1001

Email: heman@superrepairs.com

Website: www.superrepairs.com

Or, the words telephone and facsimile can be written out in full. This is, again, a matter of personal preference.

Reference line

Personal letters do not typically include reference lines. In business letters, the reference line is usually placed at the top left side of the page with a line space between it and the return address above it to the right, and a line space between it and the date below.

Reference lines usually include the word Reference or the abbreviation Ref. The abbreviation may or may not have a full stop, nowadays more often not. Conventionally,
Reference or Ref is followed by a colon, thus:






	




	Reference:
	MMM/BR



	Ref:
	MMM/BR



	Our ref:
	MMM/BR





However, those who prefer everything, except the body text, to be punctuation-free may use tab spaces instead of colons, thus:






	

 

	Reference
	MMM/BR



	Ref
	MMM/BR



	Our ref
	MMM/BR





References may include the sender’s initials followed by the initials of the person who typed the letter. As a rule both the sender’s and the typist’s initials are in capital letters and separated from each other by a forward slash, as in MMC/CMM. Sometimes the sender’s initials are in capitals and the typist’s initials are in lower case letters, as in MMC/cmm.

Reference lines frequently show other information, such as a customer account number, or it may include information relating to a company’s internal filing system. This information is included in the reference line so that all correspondence on a specific topic or for a specified time period can be easily identified and filed together. A typical formula for such a reference line is:

Our ref: MMC/CMM/05project×

If you are replying to a letter that has a reference line, you should always quote the other person’s or company’s reference in your reply. This will speed things up at the other end because the reference will help link your reply to previous correspondence. In business letters, the usual formula for the reference line is as follows:






	

 

	Your ref
	ABC/DR/Accts





If you want to include your own reference as well, the usual formula is:






	

 

	Your ref
	
ABC/DR/Accts



	Our ref
	MMC/CMM/05projectx





Date

The date used to be placed under the postcode (or the contact information) on the right side of the page with a line space between the address and the date. Nowadays, the date is almost invariably placed on the left hand side of the page above the inside address.

There are various ways to write the date:

14 August 2008

or

14th August 2008

or

August 14, 2008

The first and second reflect the usual ordering used in the UK: day, month, and year. The third is the ordering used in the US: month, day, and year. These styles have been variously adopted in other English-speaking countries.

The first style with a cardinal number for the day (as in 1, 2, 3, 14, 31) is now more common than the second with an ordinal number for the day (as in
1st, 2nd, 3rd, 14th, 31st).

In formal and business letters it is better not to use abbreviations for the month names.

In many other contexts, dates are written entirely in numbers, as in
14/8/08 or 14/08/2008. However, this is not recommended for letter-writing. Naming the month makes for speed of reference, especially when back correspondence is being consulted. Furthermore, in US style, the month number comes first in dates consisting entirely of numbers, thus the fourteenth of August 2005 is written as 08/14/05 in the US. The same date is written as 14/08/05 in the UK. This difference in style can cause bewilderment, particularly if the day of the month is in the range 1–12. The potential for confusion adds further weight to the argument that the month should always be written out in full.

Special instructions/dispatch type

These are usually typed in capital letters, below the date and above the inside address. However, some special instructions like CONFIDENTIAL and PERSONAL can be typed above the date and reference lines. When a letter is marked
PERSONAL, it means that only the addressee should open it; when it is marked CONFIDENTIAL, it means someone deputizing for the addressee can open and read the letter, but that the information should not be made available outside the office or firm to which it is addressed; and PRIVATE & CONFIDENTIAL
means no one but the addressee should open or read the letter.

Special instructions like CONFIDENTIAL are not used in personal letters.

Some examples of dispatch instructions are RECORDED DELIVERY or CERTIFIED MAIL, SPECIAL DELIVERY, REGISTERED POST, BY COURIER,
BY HAND, AIRMAIL and
FIRST CLASS.

Special instructions and dispatch type should also be printed clearly on the envelope.

Attention line

Attention lines are not used in personal letters. In business letters, an attention line can be in one of two positions on the letter. It is usually duplicated on the envelope.

Where the letter is to be addressed to a company, organization or government department, but you expect the matter to be dealt with by a known individual within the company, the attention line (1) will usually be placed above the inside address, sometimes with a line space between, thus:

For attention of: Jeremy Anderson, Credit Controller

MMM Confectionery Ltd

276 Westwind Avenue

YORK

MM6 6MM

UK

An attention line can also appear at the end of the inside address (2). This is done when there is a possibility that the person to whom the letter is addressed may not be available to attend to it. This second type of attention line usually names the person, or department, that the letter should be dealt with in the absence of the named addressee.

Jeremy Anderson, Credit Controller

MMM Confectionery Ltd

276 Westwind Avenue

YORK

MM6 6MM

UK

For attention of: Accounts Department

There is often a line space between the inside address and the attention line as above. The wording and format of the attention line can vary, as in the following examples:

Attention: Jeremy Anderson, Credit Controller

Attention Jeremy Anderson, Credit Controller

Fao: Jeremy Anderson, Credit Controller

For attention of Jeremy Anderson, Credit Controller

Inside address (recipient’s address)

You should always include the inside (recipient’s) address in a formal or business letter. When you are writing a personal or social letter there is no need to include it. The inside address has the same elements as the return address, with the possible addition of a job title, and/or the department in which the recipient works.

Mrs Angelina Hobson, Principal Librarian

Special Collections

The University of Middle England

100-146 University Avenue

Hopehill

SEAFIELD

Blackshire

MM3 3MM

UK

As with the return address, the building number and street name appear on one line; the next line may be used for a locality name, that is the name of a village or hamlet or a district of a larger town or city; the next line will be the post town; the next line may be used for a county name, and the last line (provided the letter is not to be sent abroad) for the postcode.

Courtesy titles

The usual courtesy titles are Mr, Miss, Mrs and Ms. It used to be quite common to address a gentleman as Esq. (short for Esquire). However this is becoming very rare. Unlike other courtesy titles, Esq. or Esq is placed after the surname and is obviously only used when the first name or initial is known. If Esq. is used, the courtesy title Mr is not used before the first name, so the name can be written:

James Barrington-Hume, Esq.

J. Barrington-Hume, Esq.

or

Mr James Barrington-Hume

Mr J Barrington-Hume

Mr Barrington-Hume

but never

Mr James Barrington-Hume, Esq.

Mr J Barrington-Hume, Esq.

Mr Barrington-Hume, Esq.

In common practice, it is now more and more usual to omit the courtesy titles Mr, Mrs, Miss and Ms. Only the name is used, as in:

James Black

Angus Foggert

Hermione Duval

While omitting the gender-specific title may seem somewhat radical, it is a neat way of avoiding faux pas that may arise from not being absolutely certain about the sex or marital status of the recipient. Even if it clear from the name that the correspondent is a woman, there remains the problem of how she should be addressed. People will very often find themselves asking the questions, “How should I address this woman, whose marital status I do not know? Even if I know her marital status, I don’t know how she prefers to be addressed. Does she use her husband’s name and the title Mrs, or has she kept her maiden name for business purposes and prefers to be known as Miss or Mrs? Is she divorced, and if she is, has she kept the title Mrs?”

It can all be a bit of a minefield. More and more people, especially in business and the professions, ask why a woman’s marital status should be important anyway, and why on earth there should be a different title for each state (Miss and Mrs), with an invented title (Ms) for women whose marital status is not known? When addressing a letter to a man, no one would give a moment’s thought to whether he was married or not. Doing away with titles altogether in addresses is one way of ensuring there is equality of treatment between the sexes.

While gender-specific titles may be becoming less popular in addresses, professional and academic titles (as in Prof, Dr), hereditary and aristocratic titles (as in Her Royal Highness,
His Grace), honorary titles (as in Sir/Dame), and armed forces ranks (as in General, Rear Admiral) are usually still used.

If first names are reduced to initials in the address, it used to be the case that each initial was followed by a full stop. Nowadays, full stops and commas in addresses are considered to be unnecessary, so the name in the inside address is more likely to appear in one of the following forms:

Mr J A Black or J A Black or James Black

In the UK and elsewhere, a company name may be followed by Ltd, short for limited and indicating that it is a limited liability company. Other business names may be followed by plc or PLC, short for public limited company. Again, it is not necessary to use full stops in these abbreviations.

In the US, corporations often have Inc., short for incorporated after the name. US style is to favor full stops in these and other abbreviations used in addresses.

Salutation (opening greeting)

The opening greeting should align with the inside address on the left-hand side of the page, under the last line of the inside address and with a line left blank, thus:

The Manager

Cosmo Furniture Store

12–15 King Street

SEAFIELD

RA11 6DR

UK



Dear Sir

For personal letters where there is no inside address the opening greeting should go at the left-hand side after the date, usually with a line left blank, thus:

24 May 1966

Dear Mary

The way in which you address the recipient in the opening greeting depends on who the person is and your relationship to that person:

If you know you are writing to a man but you do not know his name, use the opening greeting Dear Sir.

If you know you are writing to a woman but you do not know her name, then the opening greeting is
Dear Madam.

If you know you are writing to an individual but you do not know the person’s sex or their name, the standard greeting is Dear Sir or Madam.

If you are writing to a firm and you know very little about their set-up, it is common practice to use the opening greeting Dear Sirs.

If you are on first-name terms with the person you are writing to, the greeting is straightforward, as in Dear Anwar or Dear Matilda. Correspondents whose names are known may be addressed as Dear Mr Brown or Dear Miss Lee. Otherwise the opening greeting will be Dear Sirs, Dear Sir/Madam or Dear Sir or Madam.

For formal and business correspondence, it used to be that the wording of the salutation dictated the wording of the complimentary close, as follows:







	

 

	Dear Sir
	Yours faithfully



	Dear Sirs
	Yours faithfully



	Dear Sir or Madam
	Yours faithfully



	Dear Madam
	Yours faithfully



	Dear Mr Black
	Yours sincerely



	Dear Miss Green
	Yours sincerely



	Dear Mrs White
	Yours sincerely



	Dear Ms Brown
	Yours sincerely



	Dear John
	Yours sincerely



	Dear Mary
	Yours sincerely





In other words, when the addressee was not named, the complimentary close was always Yours faithfully, and when the addressee was named, the complimentary close was always Yours sincerely. This is no longer so much the case, as is more fully described below in the section on complimentary close.

Subject line

The subject line, if there is one, is typed after the salutation, with a line space between them. A subject line can be useful in letting the recipient of your letter know what it is about at a glance. Subject lines should be typed or written in capital letters to make them stand out. If you are using a wordprocessor, you can also make the subject line bold to make it stand out even more.

Complimentary close

This is placed under the last paragraph of the body of the letter—there is often a blank line between the two—and above the signature. The positioning of the complimentary close will depend on the format of the letter: more usually, and always in fully blocked style, it must be aligned to the left; otherwise it may be centered or nearer the right-hand side of the page.

For formal and business correspondence, as mentioned under the heading Salutation, it used to be that the wording of the salutation dictated the wording of the complimentary close (see here).

When the addressee was not named, the complimentary close was always Yours faithfully, and when the addressee was named, the complimentary close was always Yours sincerely. This rule, while still used today, is now not so widely and rigidly adhered to.

The closing greeting can now take various forms. Some feel it is peculiar and rather too obsequious to bring the concept of faithfulness into a letter to someone whom one does not know, and have come to regard Yours faithfully
in much the same way as Your obedient servant
and other phrases used in letters in the past. We now live in a much less formal, egalitarian age, and like everything else, the conventions used in letter-writing are being affected by this.

If you don’t like Yours faithfully but want to keep a slightly formal feel, it is nowadays perfectly acceptable to use Yours sincerely with the salutations Dear Sir, Dear Sirs, Dear Madam and Dear Sir or Madam. As is shown on page 00, when you begin a letter Dear Mr Black or Dear Ms Brown you should close the letter with Yours sincerely. Similarly, with a fairly personal salutation like Dear Jack or Dear Maria you can use Yours sincerely where you want to maintain a measure of distance between you and the addressee.

Remember that not everyone likes the familiarity conveyed by some of the complimentary closes that are creeping into letters nowadays, probably influenced by email and text messaging.

Of course, there are situations where you may want to use a warmer, less impersonal close, such as
With best wishes, Kind regards, Yours affectionately, Yours ever, or Yours.

Closing phrases expressing love should be reserved for family members, lovers and very close personal friends, although certain people use these lavishly and loosely, particularly on postcards or greetings cards.

Complimentary closes suitable for business letters







	

 

	Yours faithfully
	formal



	Yours sincerely
	less formal



	Sincerely,
	mainly US



	Sincerely yours,
	mainly US



	Cordially,
	mainly US



	Yours respectfully
	very formal



	Respectfully yours,
	mainly US



	Respectfully,
	mainly US



	Yours truly,
	mainly US, informal



	Best regards
	informal



	With kind regards
	informal



	Kind regards
	informal



	Warmest regards
	informal



	Regards
	informal





Complimentary closes suitable for personal and social letters

With best wishes

Best wishes

All the best

Fondly

Yours affectionately

Affectionately

Love

Much love

With all my love

Never use Yours very faithfully (you are either faithful or you are not). However, there is no technical reason for not using Yours very sincerely, though it is perhaps a little inelegant.

Only the first word in the closing greeting should be given a capital letter; do not write Yours Sincerely or Yours Truly. A comma at the end of the closing greeting is no longer obligatory.

Signature

As has been mentioned above, the signature is placed under the closing greeting, usually with a blank line between them. Since not everyone’s signature is legible—indeed some people seem to pride themselves on the illegibility of their signatures—it is important to type or print your name underneath your signature so that people are in no doubt about the identity of the writer and their exact name, thus:

Yours sincerely

JBrown

James Brown

In business letters it is also a good idea to include your position in an organization or firm where this is relevant. This is usually typed on the line immediately following the name, thus:

Yours sincerely

JBrown

James Brown

Club Secretary

Sometimes a letter is signed on behalf of someone else. This usually happens when the person who has dictated the letter is not available to sign it after it has been typed or printed. The signature will then appear something like this:

Yours sincerely

Jane Green

p.p. (or pp) James Brown

Chief Executive Officer

The abbreviation p.p. does not stand for on behalf of as is generally assumed, but is an abbreviation of the Latin phrase per procurationem, meaning by proxy. Strictly speaking then, p.p. should precede the name of the person signing the letter and not the name of the person on whose behalf the letter is being signed. However, this is widely ignored. It is important to remember to sign your letters. If you are in a hurry it is all too easy to type a letter on the wordprocessor, print it out and put it in an envelope without signing it. Provided you have typed your name there will be no problem for the recipient in identifying the sender, but unsigned letters can cause offence because they send a message that you didn’t care enough to take the time to check the letter before hastily stuffing it in the envelope.

Personal contact information

An individual writing on behalf of a company or organization may give their personal contact information in addition to the more general company contacts shown at the top of the letter. For example, they may give their individual email address, cellphone number or telephone extension number. This information is often typed under or near their signature.

Yours sincerely

JBrown

James Brown

Sales Executive

Extn: 2073

Enclosures

When other documents are being sent with a letter, the convention is to note this on the covering letter, using the abbreviations Enc and Encs (Enclosure and Enclosures).

The abbreviation Enc or Encs is often followed by a number corresponding to the number of items to be enclosed, as in Encs × 3. This is helpful for checking that you have gathered all the documents before putting them into the envelope, and so that the recipient knows how many documents ought to be enclosed. If there are enclosures, this is indicated below the signature, thus:

Yours sincerely

JBrown

James Brown

ENCS × 3

There may be one or two line spaces between the printed signature and the enclosure line.

Copies

When a letter is being copied to others, this is also usually indicated. The standard formula is:






	

 

	Copies to:
	Kenneth Barrett



	 
	Delia Jackson



	 
	Sam Trudeau





Notice that the names are in alphabetical order. Another way of prefixing the names of the people to receive copies is to use the abbreviation CC or cc, meaning carbon copies. This term is inherited from the days when all correspondence was typed and copies were made using carbon paper.

Postscripts

Postscripts are “afterthoughts” printed or written after the signature. They are preceded by the abbreviation
PS (or P.S.). Try to avoid them in business correspondence as they give the impression you have not formulated your thoughts sufficiently to make all the points you needed to make in the body of the letter.

ENVELOPES AND ADDRESSES

Writing addresses

Modern style is to align all the lines of the address with no indentation and no punctuation, as in the following example:

Mr James Brown

Flat 3

23 Whitehill Street

SEAFIELD

Blackshire

RA9 5JX

UK

For standard-sized envelopes, the address should be aligned with the longer sides of the envelope, and placed slightly to the left of the midpoint between the two shortest sides. The first line of the address should be about two thirds of the way down from the top edge of the envelope. This allows plenty of room for the stamp and postmark.

Legibility is the most important consideration when addressing an envelope. If the mail sorters or reading devices at sorting offices cannot read the address the letter cannot be delivered. Similarly, if there are errors or omissions in the address it may cause delays in delivery.

The conventions for addressing envelopes used to be the same as those for writing addresses within the letter, but nowadays more attention needs to be paid to the increasing automation of postal sorting, and, for international mail, to the conventions of the destination country.

The old style of indenting each line of the address with commas at the end of each line is now more or less obsolete.

The sender should write or print his or her own name and address on the back of the envelope so that the letter can be returned if it cannot be delivered. Alternatively, the sender’s name and address can be printed on the front of the envelope at the top left hand side, provided it is sufficiently distinct and separate from the recipient’s address, and is outside the reading zone of mail sorting machines.

Automated mail sorting

The optical character reading (OCR) cameras used in many automated systems have a predetermined
reading zone. The camera will not read accurately anything that is written or printed outside this zone. To assist automatic sorting the advice is to write or print the address leaving at least 15 mm margins to left and right, with a 40 mm margin at the top edge of the envelope (where the postage information is sited). Address lines should be no longer than 100 mm.

The higher the contrast between ink color and paper color, the higher the accurate read rate of the OCR system will be. Black ink on white or cream paper is recommended.

Envelopes should not be too flimsy—the recommended paper weight is 75g/sqm. The paper should also have a high opacity so that the contents cannot be seen through the paper and interfere with the reading of the address. For window envelopes, the material covering the address window should be shiny not matt and nothing other than the address should appear in the window.

To assist legibility there should be at least one character gap between words; and there should be uniform spacing between address lines, with a recommended gap between lines of 0.5 mm to 12 mm.

While OCR can read most typed upper- and lower-case characters and numerals, fonts chosen should be clear and sharp, not script, artistic or italic. Some recommended fonts are Arial, Times New Roman and Century.

Printed addresses should be aligned at the left hand side and parallel to the top edge of the envelope. Adhesive address labels should be at least 80 mm × 25 mm and placed in the reading zone of the envelope. In handwritten addresses, the lines should be horizontal, the individual characters of even size, and characters should not overlap or touch each other.

Addressing guidance for different countries

The conventions for addressing envelopes vary from country to country. A few examples are given below.

United Kingdom

For the UK, addresses should include the information as set out in the table on the next page.

The Royal Mail advises that it is essential to include the post town name in every UK address. To leave it out when addressing an envelope risks a delay in delivery. Although the post town name does not provide any information that is not already contained in the postcode, it is sometimes used to check that the postcode is correct and to aid manual sorting where the postcode is missing or incorrect.

Post towns rarely correspond to political or administrative boundaries. Instead, each post town corresponds to one or more postcodes, and a single post town can cover many individual towns and villages. Thus, for mail sorting purposes, the Isle of Man is a post town, while Douglas, the island’s main town, is categorized as a locality within the post town of Isle of Man. A post town may also cover a very large densely populated geographical area, such as Greater London. In large cities or conurbations it is quite usual to give more specific directions by giving a locality name on an additional line above the post town, such as Hampstead or Bethnal Green. However, including a locality is only really necessary where there are two or more similar addresses within the post town area.

It is no longer necessary to include a county name, provided the post town and postcode are used. Using the correct post town and postcode and omitting the county name may even avoid the confusion that can arise about county names. Postal counties—used by the Royal Mail internally for organizational purposes—do not necessarily correspond to historical or administrative boundaries. Furthermore, with successive reorganizations of local government, boundaries for administrative counties, districts and regions have been redrawn many times, and areas renamed. Nonetheless, counties—historical, administrative, or otherwise—may still be included in addresses. To check the correct spelling of a city name and/or find a postcode and post town in the UK visit the Postcode Finder on the Royal Mail’s information and service portal at:

www.royalmail.com/portal/rm




	Information
	Is this information required?
	Address line





	Addressee’s name
	Yes, when applicable
	Mr James Brown



	Company name
or
Organization’s name
	Yes, when applicable
	Farington plc



	Flat
or
Apartment number
	Yes, when applicable
	Flat 3/1



	Building name
	Yes, except if the building also has a number
	Farington House



	Number of house, flat, building and name of street, road, etc
	Yes
	23 Whitehill Street



	Name of locality
	Yes, but only if there is a similar street or road name within the same post town area
	Greenhill



	Post town (PRINT IN CAPITAL LETTERS)
	Yes
	SEAFIELD



	Postal county, historical county or administrative county/region
	No longer necessary provided the post town and postcode are used
	BLACKSHIRE



	Postcode (PRINT IN CAPITAL LETTERS)
	Yes
	RA9 5JX



	Country Name (PRINT IN CAPITAL LETTERS)
	Only for international mail
	UNITED KINGDOM





United States

The US Postal Service guidance is broadly that the address should have the recipient’s name on the first line, the apartment or building number and street name on the second line, and the municipality, state symbol and ZIP code on the third line. When the letter is to a company or organization this basic structure obviously has to be adapted to take in other elements such as the recipient’s title, the relevant department and the company name.

Use the two character state abbreviation instead of the full state name and separate the state abbreviation from the municipality by a single space. The ZIP code should be separated from the state abbreviation by two spaces, and if it is a nine digit ZIP code (Zip + 4) there should be a hyphen between the fifth and sixth digits.

Arthur M. Holbrook, Vice President

Public Affairs Department

Ardley, Blackley and Chatley, Inc.

756 Juniper Rd

CHICAGO IL 47657-5675

A little more detail on addressing US mail is given below.

US guidance on addresses

Return address

Print or type your address in the upper left corner on the front of the envelope.

Extra services

Place labels for extra services, such as Certified Mail, to the left of the postage.

Postage

Use a stamp, postage meter, or a PC Postage Program to affix the correct amount.

Placement

Print the delivery and return addresses on the same side of your envelope or card. The addresses should be written parallel to the longest side.

Addressing letters

Print or type clearly with a pen or permanent marker so the address is legible from an arm’s length away. Do not use commas or full stops.

Military mail

Military addresses must show the grade, full name with middle name or initial, and PSC number, unit number, or ship name. Replace the city name with APO or FPO, and the state with AA, AE, or AP, and use a special ZIP Code.

Street address

Use a post office box or street address, but not both. If the address also has a directional (e.g. NW for Northwest), be sure to use it. Remember there may be more than one Main Street.

Apartment/flat or suite number

The correct apartment or suite number helps to ensure delivery to the right location.

City, state and ZIP code

Using the correct ZIP code helps to direct your mail more efficiently and accurately. To check the correct spelling of a city name or to find a ZIP code, visit the United States Postal Service website at www.usps.com.

Envelopes

Letters, bills, greeting cards, and other documents can be sent in standard white, manila, or recycled paper envelopes. Items needing extra protection can be sent in bubble-lined, padded paper, or waterproof envelopes.

US Postal Service: approved abbreviations for US states







 	State 	Abbreviation


 

	Alabama
	AL



	Alaska
	AK



	Arizona

	AZ



	Arkansas
	AR



	California

	CA



	Colorado

	CO



	Connecticut
	CT



	Delaware
	DE



	District of Columbia
	DC



	Florida
	FL



	Georgia
	GA



	Hawaii
	HI



	Idaho
	ID



	Illinois
	IL



	Indiana
	IN



	Iowa
	IA



	Kansas
	KS



	Kentucky
	KY



	Louisiana
	LA



	Maine
	ME



	Maryland
	MD



	Massachusetts
	MA



	Michigan
	MI



	Minnesota
	MN



	Mississippi
	MS



	Missouri
	MO



	Montana
	MT



	Nebraska
	NE



	Nevada
	NV



	New Hampshire
	NH



	New Jersey
	NJ



	New Mexico
	NM



	New York
	NY



	North Carolina
	NC



	North Dakota
	ND



	Ohio
	OH



	Oklahoma
	OK



	Oregon
	OR



	Pennsylvania
	PA



	Rhode Island
	RI



	South Carolina
	SC



	South Dakota
	SD



	Tennessee
	TN



	Texas
	TX



	Utah
	UT



	Vermont
	VT



	Virginia

	VA



	Washington
	WA



	West Virginia
	WV



	Wisconsin
	WI



	Wyoming
	WY





Philippines

Philippine addresses always contain the name of the sender, the building number and thoroughfare, the barangay where the building is located, the city or municipality where the barangay is located and, in most cases, the province where the city or municipality is located. In the case of Metro Manila, however, provinces are omitted and, in the case of Manila, include the district instead of the barangay. ZIP codes are also part of the typical Philippine address although they are sometimes omitted as not everyone knows how to use them. For information and advice about ZIP codes and other postal queries visit the Philippines Postal Corporation website at www.philpost.gov.ph. The following address formats should be followed:

Provincial


Juan Francisco (name)
Rm 104, 1703 Airport Road (unit number, house/building/street number + street name)
Cabungaan, Laoag City (barangay name, city/municipality)
2900 Ilocos Norte (postal code + province)
Philippines (country)



Metro Manila


Miss Auria Metrillo (name)
7112 Kundiman Street (unit number, house/building/street number + street name)
Sampaloc, Manila City (barangay/district name, city/municipality)
1008 Metro Manila (postal code +Metro Manila)
Philippines (country)



P.O. Box


Mr Fane Capio (name)

P.O. Box 1201, Manila Central Post Office (P.O. box number, post office name)

Manila City (city/municipality)

1050 Metro Manila (postal code +province/Metro Manila)

Philippines (country)



Canada

Canada Post’s addressing guide suggests addresses should be written entirely in upper case; postcodes should be in upper case with a space between the first three and the last three elements; and the municipality, province or territory, and the postal code should appear on the same line.

For bilingual addressing (French is the first language in some parts of Canada) a solid black line should be drawn between the English and French versions of the address, with a clear space on each side of the black line.

Australia

In Australia, addresses are typically written on three lines, with the recipient’s name on the top line, the number and name of the street on the next line, and the place name or post office of delivery + state or territory abbreviation + postcode on the last line.

The information on the last line should be printed all in capitals without punctuation or underlining. One or two character spaces should be left between the place name and the state or territory name and the postcode.

Some envelopes have pre-printed postcode squares; these are used only when the address is to be written by hand.

France


Madame Bouvier (recipient’s name)

36, Rue Olivier (house/building number, street name)

17682 LYONS (postal code + city)

FRANCE (include the country only if posting the letter outside France)



Italy


Sig. Antonio Alberti (recipient’s name)

Via Francesco 37 (street name, house/building number)

10000-ROMA RM (postal code-city/province)

ITALY (include the country only if posting the letter outside Italy)



Spain


Sra. D. Garcia (recipient’s name)

Avda de la Libertad 10, 3 (street name, house/building number, floor number)

28300 MADRID (postal code + city/town/locality)

SPAIN (include the country only if posting the letter outside Spain)



Germany


Herrn (form of address)

Hermann Gottlieb (name)

Hertzstrasse 12 (street name + street number)

16935 Leipzig (postal code + city)

GERMANY (include the country only if posting the letter outside Germany)



FAXES AND THEIR COVER PAGES/SHEETS

Some points to remember when sending a fax:


	Always include a cover sheet (handwritten or typed) which shows, at a minimum, the name of the sender, the name of the recipient, fax number of the sender, date of transmission, and the number of pages sent.

	It is very important to include the number of pages on the cover sheet, and always number the individual pages. It is quite common for pages to become separated during or after transmission.

	Give your message a heading.

	Quote any reference for filing purposes and so that the fax can be linked to previous correspondence.

	There is no necessity to include an opening greeting, such as Dear Mr Singh or Dear Britney.

	Neither do you need to include one of the formal complimentary closes, such as Yours sincerely or Yours faithfully. However, some people do include a closing phrase, such as Kind regards or Best wishes.



The sample on the next page gives a general idea of the different elements that are included in a fax cover page/sheet.

Elements of a fax cover page


FAX








	





	To
	Peter Murray



	Company
	Peter Murray Garden Structures Ltd



	Fax Number
	07754 3067 8293



	From
	Rani Shavir



	Date
	5 March 2004



	Number of Pages
	3 (including cover page)





LANDSCAPING AT 275 LIME CRESCENT HEMEL HEMPSTEAD

As we discussed on the phone earlier this afternoon, I’m sending the approved drawings and plans for the rear garden, showing the location of the new conservatory and garage block. I’d appreciate if you would let me have your estimate within the next few days.

Regards

Rani Shavir



LETTER CONTENT AND STYLE

This section looks at the content of a letter and deals with matters of style.Your letter should be easy to read and easy to understand. If it is a business letter it should be obvious what it is about, and all the information the reader needs should be easy to find.

If your letter is not well constructed and clearly written, the point or points you are trying to make will probably be lost. It is not only essential to lay out and present your letter well, but also to consider carefully what you say and how you say it.

This means that the language you use should be easy to understand and grammar, punctuation and spelling should be correct. For certain categories of business correspondence, such as applying for a job or making a formal complaint, you will do yourself no favors at all if your letter is misspelled, ungrammatical and badly punctuated. Such a letter is very likely to be cast aside as not worthy of the reader’s attention.

The tone of the letter should be pitched in an appropriate way—not too informal where a degree of formality is expected, and not too formal where it will be better appreciated if you express yourself in a more conversational style.

Before you start

Decide what you want to say before you begin to write. Marshal all the facts and information you need to include, and discard all that is irrelevant. Here are a few useful questions, which may help you to get your letter into shape:


	What is the purpose of this letter?

	Is it a personal or a business letter?

	Is it a formal or informal letter?

	Who is going to read the letter and in what circumstances will they be reading it?

	Do I have a clear idea of my aims? What do I hope to get out of writing this letter or what do I hope the recipient will get out of it? (It is sometimes a good idea to jot down your most important aims beforehand.)

	What specific information do I need to provide in this letter? Facts should be mustered and presented in a clear and accessible way.



It is always worth doing a rough draft of the letter so that you can check it for errors, or—if you are not confident that you have a complete grasp of grammar, usage and punctuation—ask someone to check it for you.

Vary the length of sentences

Short sentences coming one after the other are fine for special sections of the letter in which you want to list and highlight a number of points (perhaps also using bullets or numbering), but having every sentence short in the body of the letter can produce a rather severe staccato effect.

Long complex sentences should also be avoided, because it is all too easy to get lost, both when you are writing and when you are reading.

Don’t pack sentences with too many ideas

If there are too many points or ideas in a single sentence, the reader may very well lose track. The usual advice is that a sentence should contain a single point or idea. Another good rule of thumb is to have only one subordinate clause with each main clause. Too many subordinate clauses in the sentence will reduce readability. A business letter usually has a fairly mundane purpose which will not sit well with complicated structures and rhetorical flourishes.

Paragraphs

Ideally, a paragraph should consist of two or more sentences. Start each paragraph with a topic sentence and use further sentences, as required, to amplify or expand your point.

Avoid very long paragraphs. If a paragraph is too long, it can look daunting and the reader may skip over important details to get through it. It is better to try to divide your ideas and points up and go for shorter paragraphs. This is especially important in letters.

Writers in general are advised to avoid one-sentence paragraphs. Letter-writers who are aiming for a degree of style in their prose should also follow this advice. However, for a letter whose purpose is simply to provide information, this is probably not worth agonizing over. There is nothing to be gained by padding the letter out just to avoid one-sentence paragraphs.

Register

Register is the name given by linguists to the varieties of language that people use when they interact in speech and writing. Language can vary from the extremely formal to extremely informal, with each variety displaying differences in vocabulary and syntax (that is, the ways in which words are arranged).

In letter-writing, cues about the necessary level of formality can be taken from previous correspondence, but there will also be times when you will have to make an independent judgment about how formal or informal your letter should be. This is quite often a matter of common sense, keeping in mind that the tone you ought to use when writing a letter to a prospective employer is very unlikely to be the tone you are in the habit of using when texting or emailing your friends.

People who are nervous of writing are frequently told to write as they speak. This is probably quite good advice when the letter is to a friend or family member; the letter will then reflect the writer’s personality and be recognizable to the recipient. Any small errors, or idiosyncrasies of style, will almost certainly be overlooked or forgiven by the recipient.

“Write as you speak” is not such good advice for a formal business letter, unless you are adept at changing your tone to suit your audience. In business contexts, too conversational a tone is not likely to suit your purpose or produce the desired effect.

Nonetheless, you should not attempt to use a high-flown formal style because you imagine it is what is expected or it is the only way to impress. When a letter is full of long, pretentious words and outdated expressions, the impression made is much more likely to be a negative one than a positive one. Furthermore, if you use language that you aren’t familiar with and don’t properly understand, you risk making yourself look ridiculous, like Mrs Malaprop in Sheridan’s play The Rivals. (Mrs Malaprop peppered her conversation with polysyllabic words so as to sound grand but, having no idea of their meaning, she invariably used them in the wrong context, with laughable results, as in “He is the very pineapple of politeness.”)

Even if these embarrassing extremes are avoided, where the writing style is too formal, the letter may be stiff, stilted and unnatural. The best advice is to try and be yourself as much as possible, without being overly conversational. Try reading the letter aloud to make sure that it sounds unaffected, flows well, and is a true record of what you want to say.

Don’t begin every sentence with the same word

It makes for smoother flowing prose if sentences begin in different ways. In particular, avoid beginning every sentence with the first person singular pronoun I or the first person plural pronoun we. One good way to vary sentences is to change the order of main clause and subordinate clause so that the subordinate clause comes before the main clause, so


He won’t be able to buy the property unless he can raise a big enough loan.

can be changed to

Unless he can raise a big enough loan, he won’t be able to buy the property.



Brevity not verbosity

For some writers, the urge to use fourteen words when two or three will do seems to be quite irresistible. Although you may be tempted to try to thrill your correspondent with your wide vocabulary and impressive grasp of important-sounding terms, take care! There is a real danger your reader may view your writing style as pompous, or, more seriously, they may not understand what you are trying to say. It is wise to avoid long-windedness and fancy language, and instead stick to clear plain English.

Simplicity and clarity should always be the watchwords for business correspondence. This usual also means aiming for brevity. Nowadays, people do not have the time, inclination or concentration span to read great screeds. When faced with a very long letter they will probably not read it closely, and some may not even begin to read it. A page and a half of A4 paper is about the extent that will be tolerated.

While aiming for brevity, though, do ensure that you have included all the points you want to make and all the information that is required. Various tests have been devised by linguists to assess the readability of texts. One such test is a lexical density test. Here, the number of different words used in the text is divided by the total number of words and the result is multiplied by 100 to give the lexical density. Texts with a lower lexical density are easier to read and understand.Other tests base readability results on average sentence length and average number of syllables per word.

Many modern wordprocessors now provide statistics on readability based on such tests. For example, in Microsoft’s® popular wordprocessing program, Word, you are able to select readability statistics in a tick box on the Spelling and Grammar tab (first select Tools, then Options to find the Spelling and Grammar tab). Information on the readability of the document will then be displayed each time a spelling and grammar check is completed on your document.

Avoid humor in formal and business letters

Keep things business-like. Don’t try to funny. There is a time and a place for humor and irony—it’s fine in personal letters, but not in a letter to your bank manager.

Watch what you say

Take care not to be abusive or libelous, and never tell lies or misrepresent yourself in a letter.

Don’t rush to the post with a letter of complaint you have dashed off while upset or angry. Give yourself a bit of time to calm down and then decide if the letter should be sent as written, if it should be revised and toned down, or if it shouldn’t be sent at all.

Political correctness aims to remove all forms of prejudice in language: sexism, racism, ageism, discrimination against the disabled, religious intolerance, etc. While the motives for promoting political correctness may be wholly admirable (that is to achieve a more equal society in which everyone respects each other), some people do carry it to extreme lengths.

It is really a matter of choice whether you observe the politically correct rules of language, but even if you don’t you should always consider the likely effect of what you write on the feelings of the recipient. Will anything you have written cause irritation or offence? Remember it costs nothing to be polite.

Avoid saying the same thing twice

Repetition is commonly used in speech for emphasis, or as a means of re-engaging listeners whose attention has momentarily been diverted elsewhere. However, when communication is in writing, the way information is transferred from one person to another is wholly different. In letter-writing, if points are to be emphasized this is usually done by highlighting in some way (for example by underlining, or using italic or bold lettering) not by repeating the point again and again.

Where a reader may have suffered a lapse in concentration or had an interruption, he or she can always go back over the text. In any event, if your point is made well enough in the first place, the reader will understand it and will be looking to move on. Repetition can sometimes be interpreted as patronizing, it may irritate or antagonize the reader, or it may even communicate a sense of desperation.

There is another style fault, of a slightly less obvious kind, that involves repetition. This saying in different words something that has been said already, otherwise known as tautology. While using tautological expressions in spoken language is no great sin, they can cause intense irritation to some readers and should be avoided.

The following are some examples of tautology, with the relevant word or phrase in bold and the duplicated meaning underlined:


Three additional sections have been added to this year’s brochure.

Our mutual respect for each other made for an extremely cordial meeting.

Is a vegan diet adequate enough for a growing child?

He lived in lonely isolation.

Several letters of complaint arrived one after the other in succession.

The heavier particles sink down to the bottom.

The convoy progressed forward slowly.

I refer you to the documents enclosed herewith.

This new innovation will revolutionize office procedures.

I am personally not aware of any such instruction.

the former manners of an earlier time

At this moment in time, there seems to be no obvious solution.

The building was razed to the ground.



SAMPLE LETTERS

Business letters

Many of the formal letters we write relate to employment. Here, as with most kinds of business letter, you should, in general, aim for brevity.

Application for a job

Letters of application generally take two forms—letters applying for advertised posts and speculative letters written to investigate possible job opportunities.

Speculative letters are mostly written by younger people who are just leaving school or further education and looking for their first job. Young job-seekers should be prepared to bombard the firms operating in the areas in which they are most interested. They should also be prepared for disappointment: there may be no job available and they may get a letter of rejection; or, more discouragingly, they may not receive any acknowledgement at all of their letters. It can be extremely depressing for job-seekers to send off multiple letters and be met with complete silence. The most likely reason is that the employer receives so many speculative job applications they cannot reply to all of them—getting no reply is seldom a reflection of the employer’s opinion of the applicant.

If you are writing a letter that is not in reply to an advertisement and you don’t know to whom the letter should be addressed, a quick phone call to the firm should provide you with the relevant name, or at the very least, the relevant department. Reasonably large firms will have a personnel or human resources manager. (See here and here for sample letters.)

If your letter is a reply to an advertisement you should obviously answer any questions or comply with any requirements made in the advertisement.

Some useful phrases for job application letters


	I wish to apply for the post of [job title] advertised in the [publication] on [date].

	I am writing to enquire whether you have a suitable vacancy in your organization.

	I am sending this letter and CV to apply for the position of [job title] with your company.

	The advertised post calls for qualifications and experience that correspond to my professional background.

	As an experienced [job description], I believe I am the candidate you are looking for.

	I am confident my experience qualifies me for the position of [job title].

	It is my aim to work for a company where my qualifications and working experience would make a positive contribution.

	I look forward to hearing from you and to being granted the opportunity of an interview.

	I hope you will consider my application favorably and grant me an interview.



Many job advertisements ask for a CV, in which case the cover letter should be a brief one stating why you are right for the job. Usually, you will need to send both a CV and a brief typed letter which sells you and your skills to the firm.

The CV (Curriculum Vitae) and its covering letter

Because a CV (called the résumé in the United States) can be such an important first step in gaining the attention of a potential employer, a great deal of care and attention should be devoted to how it is laid out, and, of course, to its content. Because presentation is so important, many people choose to have their CVs compiled by a professional agency.

Don’t be tempted to use ornamental fonts or brightly colored ink or paper, unless you are convinced the employer is looking for this sort of originality, and try to get all the information onto one sheet of paper. Both the CV and the covering letter should be typed unless otherwise stated, although it is quite common for firms to ask for covering letters to be handwritten.

CVs often look remarkably similar so it can be a good idea to personalize either the CV or the covering letter, or both, to bring attention to your application. Many people nowadays choose to take advantage of the design features and templates offered in modern computer programs. However, don’t make the design or layout too idiosyncratic just in order to attract attention.

Until quite recently it was the preferred practice to put in a CV just about everything the applicant had ever done or was ever interested in. For people in the middle of their career, this could make for a very long and crowded document which took a long time for prospective employers to digest. The preference nowadays is to keep the CV fairly brief, paring it down to a record of personal details, qualifications and employment (see main elements of a CV opposite).

Many employers now rely more on the letter accompanying the CV to spark their interest. These covering letters are a good opportunity for applicants to sell themselves to prospective employers. The covering letter’s main purpose is to accompany your CV, to introduce you and your credentials to the employer, to generate interest in you and to encourage the employer to grant you an interview.

Many firms and organizations also send out application forms. These can be quite challenging, especially if they include such questions as Why do you want this post? or What qualities do you feel you could bring to this post? There are many specialist courses and publications on how to tackle job applications and interviews to best effect, and it may be worthwhile considering some of these.

Employers are invariably dealing with many applications per vacancy and they are often also working to tight deadlines. They will make their first decision on your application by scanning your covering letter and your CV/résumé, and, while scanning, they will often be searching for a few keywords which will alert them to the fact that you fit the profile of the person they are looking for.

Job application in response to an advertisement


Sender’s address

Sender’s Contact Information

6 August 2008

Ms Diane Brand

Human Resources Manager

Moneywise Insurance Ltd

47 Castle Road

Laddington

Redshire

LD3 9 RT

Dear Ms Brand

I am writing in response to your advertisement in The Chronicle of 5 August 2008 for a temporary nursery assistant in your firm’s crèche for the children of employees. I am extremely interested in the advertised post and think that I have the right experience and personality for the job.

I am used to dealing with young children and intend to make teaching my long-term career. I have just left school and am taking a year out before taking up a place at Neath Teachers’ Training College next autumn. My aim on graduation is to teach younger children in primary school, and during my year out I want to build on my experience working with young children. I appreciate that the role of nursery assistant requires great energy, enthusiasm, initiative and patience and I know I can bring all these qualities to the post. In the past few years I have gained a great deal of experience caring for my younger siblings and am a trusted baby-sitter for several family friends and neighbours.

As to leisure activities, I play the piano and the guitar and like singing, dancing and painting.

References can be obtained from the head teacher of my school, Mr Peter Sharp, and from Ms Jean Peden, a neighbour for whom I baby-sit frequently. Their addresses and telephone numbers are given in my CV, which accompanies this letter.

I hope you will give my application favourable consideration and I look forward to hearing from you.

Yours sincerely

Eleanor Smart

Eleanor Smart



Speculative job application letter


Sender’s address

Sender’s Contact Information

7 February 2008

Ms Esther Martin

Editorial Director

Paragon Publishing Ltd

30 Blandford Lane,

Kingsferry

Whiteshire

KF15 7KL

Dear Ms Martin

I am actively seeking a post in the publishing industry. Although I would welcome the opportunity to work in any aspect of publishing, my preference is the editorial area. I am about to graduate from Glasburgh University with an Honours Degree in English Language.

Most of my family work in the publishing industry and it has been my ambition, since before I left school, to make it my career too. With that aim in mind I have had various temporary jobs and periods of work experience involving books, as you will see from my CV, which I enclose. This work has included editorial assistant on an encyclopedia, work in the design department of a publishing house, production assistant on a magazine, and a regular Saturday job at my local bookseller’s. I have also been the assistant editor of our student newspaper for two years. I feel that with this accumulated experience I have the right background to fit in well in an editorial department.

My pastimes include photography and writing. I have had several articles, mostly theatre reviews, published in The Forth Review, our local weekly newspaper.

I am a good communicator and work well under pressure. I am well acquainted with computers, including desktop publishing and computer-aided design programs.

Thank you for your consideration. I look forward to hearing from you.

Yours sincerely

Sarah Brown

Sarah Brown



The processing of job applications is a very tedious task for most employers, so if you make their life easier they are more likely to take a positive attitude to you. And sadly any letter or CV/résumé that is difficult to read or navigate through will be discarded. For guidance, see the next page for a list of the main elements of a CV.

What a well-presented CV should do


	Attract the employer to read the CV immediately and before those of other applicants.

	Get across the sense that you have wider skills than the brief descriptions in your CV.

	Guide the employer to the key areas of your history.

	Give the employer a positive picture of you and your abilities.

	Get you an interview for the job.



The examples on here and here give some guidance on the kind of content that might appear in a simple one-page British CV and in a US résumé respectively.

What the covering letter accompanying a CV should/shouldn’t do


NB: US résumé

Note that in the US, it is usual practice to restrict a résumé to a single sheet of paper, headed with the applicant’s name, and with his or her career objectives somewhere near the top of the page.



Main elements of a CV


Name:



Address:

Tel:

Email:

Date of birth:

Nationality:

Marital status:

WORK EXPERIENCE

(List with the most recent first and give date ranges)

EDUCATION

(List, giving the most recent first and including date ranges)

OTHER RELEVANT SKILLS

(List only the most important: be concise)

INTERESTS

(List only the most interesting and relevant; be concise)

REFEREES

(Provide at least two names and addresses)



The covering letter that accompanies your CV can be just as, or more, important than the CV. It should contain a brief account of all the features, qualifications and experience that make you ideal for the advertised post. A few dos and don’ts for letters accompanying CVs are suggested below.

Dos


	Do generate the reader’s interest in the very first paragraph, and state your interest in the job.

	Do promote your potential value by focusing on the employer’s needs and highlighting your strengths and abilities.

	Do provide a background summary of education and/or experience.

	Do try to include a statement that encourages a positive response.

	Do include a final statement of appreciation, as in Thank you or Thank you for your consideration.



Don’ts

Any or all of the following can contribute to lack of impact and efficacy and should be avoided in your covering letter:


	Don’t ramble.

	Don’t be pushy.

	Don’t be self-deprecating—it can be irritating and professional interviewers are not usually convinced by an “ever so humble” approach.

	Don’t exaggerate or brag.

	Don’t focus too much on your own needs, ignoring the needs of the employer.

	Avoid a characterless or uninteresting writing style, laced with overused expressions.

	Avoid a messy, muddled or cluttered appearance.



British curriculum vitae of an experienced job candidate


CURRICULUM VITAE

John Smith

65 Queen’s Road

Blackford

Whiteshire

BD14 7 RT

Telephone: 01341 666888

Email: j.smith290@rapiddigi.co.uk

Date of birth: 24 February 1981

Employment 2003–2008

Chief Translator, Chemec plc, Birchingham

Employment 2002–2003

Head of Translation, Publications Department, Chemec plc, Birchingham

Employment 2001–2002

Translator, Publications Department, Unitech Ltd, Newridge

Further education 1998–2001

Glasburgh University

Dean Square

Glasburgh

Blackshire

GB3 9RF

Degree: BA (Honours) French and German

Upper Second class

Secondary education 1992–1998

Raxworth Grammar School

25 Beach Road

High Raxworth

Braxshire

RX4 8DG

GCSEs: English, French, Maths, Spanish, History, German, Geography, Art

A levels: English Grade A, French Grade B, Spanish Grade B

Leisure activities

Photography, cinema, theatre

Referees

Robert Adams 			

Editorial Director 			

Chemec plc				

37 Sea Way				

Birchingham			

BL5 9K6				

Peter Schwartz

Head of Publications

Unitech Ltd

154 Plain Street

Newridge

NR4 8RT



US résumé of an experienced job candidate









	HENRY APPLEGARD





	
Date of Birth


	
March 10 1966





	
Objective


	
Vice-president Sales





	
Employment 2002–2008

MechHit Inc.

Evendale

NY


	
National Sales Manager

Increased sales from $175 million to $285 million.

Suggested new product lines that increased earnings by 28%





	
Employment 1996–2002

Carter & Fotheringham

Northlea

NY


	
Regional Sales Manager

Increased regional sales from $150 million to $200 million.

Managed 150 sales representatives in 10 states.





	
Employment 1991–1996

McCord & Pickle

Caronville

NY


	
Senior Sales Representative

Expanded sales team from 30 to 60.

Developed and implemented incentive scheme for sales force.

Developed training scheme for new recruits.





	
Employment 1989–1991

Hammerheads Inc.

Chicago

MI


	
Sales Representative

Increased sales by 150%.

Received company’s highest sales award 1990, 1991.





	
Education 1985–1989

University of Michigan


	
B.A., Business Administration and Computer Science.

Graduated summa cum laude.





	
Interests


	
Computers, sailing, genealogy.









Letters of appointment

Letters of appointment should detail the salary and other employment conditions. If a job description is being sent there will be no need to repeat the details from the job description in the letter offering the post.

A job offer


Company Letterhead

15 August 2011

Dear Miss Huddle

Thank you for attending the interview yesterday, and I am pleased to offer you the post of personal assistant to the Chief Executive Officer at a salary of $24,500 per annum. The starting date of your employment with us will be Monday, 1 September 2009.

You will be entitled to 5 weeks’ annual paid holiday. Holiday dates will coincide with Mr Fontainbleau’s wherever practicable.

Please confirm in writing that you accept this appointment on these terms and that you will be available to begin work on 1 September.

Yours sincerely

Avril Montagu

Avril Montagu

Personnel Director



Written warnings and dismissal

Under employment or contract conditions, it is usually the case that an employee is entitled to receive a written warning before they can be dismissed. The warning letter will in most cases have been preceded by a verbal warning or discussion with the employee about their conduct. When writing warning letters it is usual to include details of the unsatisfactory conduct with dates, and to state the further steps that will be taken if the conduct is repeated.

A written warning


Company Letterhead

5 October 2010

Dear Greta

As I discussed with you at our meeting this morning, I am sorry to say that your conduct has been unsatisfactory recently.

There have been three occasions during the past month when you were in breach of the company’s rules. On 15 and 27 September, you failed to remove the cash from the bar till and place it in the office safe for safekeeping overnight; and, on 3 October, you left a junior member of staff in charge for two hours while you left the building on personal business.

I have accepted your explanations meantime, but I must emphasize that should there be a repeat of any of these incidents or any other breach of company rules, that the company will regard this with the utmost seriousness.

I will review the situation at the end of the month.

Yours sincerely

Alan Harrington

Alan Harrington

Personnel Manager



A dismissal letter with one month’s notice


Company Letterhead

1 November 2011

Dear Greta

I confirm that you have agreed to leave the company at the end of the month, on 30 November. This follows my warning letters of 5 and 27 October and two further incidents of breaking company rules. All these incidents have been discussed with you and reported under the company’s general rules of employment.

If you find another position before the end of the month we will be happy to release you.

Yours sincerely

Alan Harrington

Alan Harrington

Personnel Manager



A summary dismissal letter


Company Letterhead

16 March 2011

Dear Jerry

I confirm that are dismissed from the company with immediate effect, following the discovery that you have again been stealing small sums from the till. This action follows my letters of 14 and 28 February.

A check for one month’s salary in lieu of notice is enclosed and I must ask you to return the key of your staff locker to the office before you leave the premises.

Yours sincerely

Robert Smith

Robert Smith

Personnel Manager



Resignation letters

No matter how much you may have hated the job you are resigning from, or however badly you think you have been treated, you should resist the temptation to rant and rave or be abusive in a resignation letter.

Try to write a letter that will not sour your relations permanently with your ex-employer. You may find that your paths cross again later and, in any event, anger will almost certainly be tempered by time.

If possible, you should always exercise restraint, be courteous, and try to include something positive about your period of employment with them.

A resignation letter


Sender’s address

14 August 2011

Mr Frank Brown

Personnel Manager

Lomond Financial Services

35 Milton Street

Neathing

Whiteshire

NT12 8DR



Dear Frank

I am writing to inform you of my decision to resign from the company. As is required by the conditions of my contract, I am giving you four weeks’ notice, beginning today.

As I discussed with you yesterday, I have accepted a post with Carlton Investment Services, which will provide me with improved opportunities for advancement.

Thank you for all your support and encouragement during my three years with Lomond Financial. I have very much enjoyed working with you and have gained much valuable experience.

Yours sincerely

Richard Todd

Richard Todd



Personal business and finance letters

There are many areas of personal business and finance that might conceivably require that you write a letter. If you think you may need to have written evidence of an offer, transaction or exchange, it is a good idea to conduct the business in writing and keep copies of all letters.

Complaints

We often write to complain or to ask for damaged things to be fixed. In order to be most effective, letters of complaint should be brief and to the point, without going into too much detail. They should be factual rather than emotional, and calm and restrained rather than abusive. Be firm and set a reasonable timetable for things to be put right and stick to it.

A letter of complaint


Sender’s Address
Sender’s Contact Information

4 June 2011

Mr Frank Smith
Manager
Slating and Roofing Contractors
16 Scott Street
Craigpark
CP19 6KM

Dear Mr Smith

REPAIRS TO ROOF AT 56 WOOD ROAD, CRAIGPARK

Your firm recently completed repairs to the roof of my house. I am writing to tell you that I am not at all satisfied with the work. The first time it rained, the ceiling in one of the upstairs bedrooms leaked.

I have tried without success to contact you by telephone and left several messages with your secretary, but my calls have not been returned.

The faulty work must be put right as soon as possible. Please get in touch either by telephone or by letter to make an appointment to come and inspect the roof and to arrange a date for it to be put right.

I look forward to hearing from you by the end of the week at the latest.

Yours sincerely

Sarah Jones

Sarah Jones



Finance

If you are unfortunate enough to experience difficulties in paying bills or loans, the golden rule is to contact the lender or creditor as soon as possible, preferably in writing. Remember also that any arrangement you come to should be a realistic one which you are confident you will be able to maintain. More wide-ranging advice on money matters is often available through local advice centers.

A letter to a creditor


Sender’s Address
Sender’s Contact Information

10 May 2011

The Fairdeal Mortgage Company
Fairdeal House
Fardington
BT22 4TL

Dear Sirs

MORTGAGE ACCOUNT NUMBER 2007869

Due to recent redundacy, I am finding it difficult to meet all my financial commitments.

I am writing to ask if you will consider reducing my monthly mortgage payments meantime.

I can provide details of my current income and outgoings on request if you need this information to enable you to make a more detailed assessment.

I hope that you will give sympathetic consideration to my situation.

Yours sincerely

Harold Hoplance

Harold Hoplance



Special occasions letters

There are some circumstances in which there is a need for a rather more formulaic personal letter.

These letters are often sent to mark the most joyous and the most solemn occasions in a life, as in the following informal wedding invitation.

An informal wedding invitation


270 Abbott Street
Lilacfield
HF27 4AD
27 May 2011

Dear Patricia,

Andrew and I are getting married soon after our return from Japan. The date we’ve set is 30 September. We would like to invite you and Derek to the wedding, which will be a small family affair with only a few friends. The vicar has agreed to marry us in the garden of my parents’ house in Greenfield. The ceremony will be at 3 p.m. and there is to be an evening reception at the local hotel.

There’s plenty room at Mum and Dad’s house if you need to stay the night, although it would help their arrangements if you could let me know in advance should you want to do this.

We hope to see you at the ceremony.

Best wishes,

Harriet



Formal wedding invitations

Formal wedding invitations are always written in the third person and are usually printed on cards with no opening greeting or complimentary
close.

A formal wedding invitation


Mr and Mrs Hubert Onslow
request the pleasure of your company
at the marriage of their daughter

Harriet

to

Mr Andrew Hetherington-Dashwood
at Lilacfield Parish Church
on Saturday 30th September
at 2.30 p.m.
and afterwards at the reception at
The Jedstreet Hotel, Lilacfield

RSVP
270 Abbott Street
Lilacfield
HF27 4AD



The letters RSVP at the end of an invitation are an abbreviation for the French phrase Répondez s’il vouz plaît meaning, in English, Please reply. When receiving a formal invitation in the third person, you should also reply in the third person.

Accepting a formal wedding invitation


Miss Patricia Holsworth thanks Mr and Mrs Onslow for their kind invitation to their daughter’s wedding, and to the reception afterwards. She has much pleasure in accepting.



Declining a formal wedding invitation


Miss Patricia Holsworth thanks Mr and Mrs Onslow for their kind invitation to their daughter’s wedding, and to the reception afterwards, but regrets that a prior engagement prevents her from attending.



Letters expressing sympathy

The tone and content of a letter expressing sympathy for an illness or injury will depend very much on whether the illness is serious or not. If the person is very likely to recover and is also someone you know reasonably well, the letter can be lighter in tone.

If the illness is a serious one, be careful about using the “Get well soon” formula, because this may cause distress to the patient and their close relatives.

A letter expressing sympathy for an injury


Dear Maria

I was very sorry to hear that you had been injured in an accident. To fall from a moving bus must have been a terrifying experience. I wish I had known earlier and I would have visited you in hospital. I’m very glad to hear that you are now back home and the plaster cast is coming off your arm next week. I’d like to come and visit later in the week. Let me know when would suit and if there is anything you need. Be sure to take good care of yourself.

Best wishes,

Katy



Letters of condolence

Even those people most practiced in the art of letter-writing find letters of condolence amongst the most challenging to write. It can be very hard to find the right words, and many people shrink from the task for fear of intruding on the bereaved person’s unhappiness.

Obviously the person who is going to receive a letter of condolence is going to be in a distressed state and it is hard to think of anything to say that will bring any kind of comfort.

In fact because it is impossible to give real comfort, the bereaved often appreciate very much the fact that people have remembered their relative and thought highly enough of him or her to write. A simple and natural acknowledgement of the loss suffered will always be appreciated and be a positive comfort.

It is difficult to avoid clichés in letters of sympathy and condolence,
but bereavement is not an area in which striving for originality is
especially appropriate. In the circumstances, a few clichés can be quite acceptable.

One more thing—it is as well to set aside your computer. Unless your handwriting is completely illegible it is much better to write, rather than type, letters of sympathy. This makes them personal in a way that a wordprocessed document can never be.

Often people opt to send a card with a short personal message written inside. It is probably better to go for a plain card with no pre-printed message. A message that is not in your own words can often seem a little impersonal. It is nearly always better to avoid those cards that include flowery or sentimental poems.


NB: Writing a sensitive letter of condolence


	A letter or message of condolence should, if possible, be handwritten.

	Try to use straightforward everyday words and phrases.

	Be as sensitive as you can to the feelings of the person who will read the letter.

	Avoid expressions such as a blessed release and good innings.

	Only refer to religious matters if you know the recipient is a believer.





A formal letter of condolence


Sender’s Address
4 February 2011

Dear Mrs Hughes,

I was so sorry to hear of the sudden death of your husband. Please accept my deepest sympathy.

It is some time since I saw Peter but we were good friends when I worked with him at G & H Law’s. I particularly enjoyed his wonderful sense of humour. He will be very much missed by his colleagues at Law’s and also by the community in general. He always gave freely and so willingly of his time in raising funds for charity.

I know that you will have your family around you but if there is anything I can do please do not hesitate to get in touch.

Yours sincerely,

Jonathan Brown



An informal letter of condolence


15th May 2011

My dear May,

We were terribly sad to hear the tragic news of Tom’s death. It was a great shock, and we wanted you and the children to know just how much you are all in our thoughts.

Tom was loved by everyone who knew him and we will treasure the memory of his warmth, kindness and sense of fun always.

You know that you can call on us at any time, and please don’t hesitate if there is anything at all that we can do to help.

With all our love,

Ronald and Katherine



Informing a friend or acquaintance when someone has died


Sender’s address
14 June 2011

Dear Mr Peters

I am very sorry to tell you that my father died at St Anthony’s Hospice on Tuesday the 13th of June.

As you know he had been ill for some time but fought that long battle very courageously. It was only in the final few days that, at his own request, he was transferred to the local hospice. He died peacefully in his sleep.

I know that you and my father had been friends since you were boys and he often talked with great affection of you and your family.

The funeral service is at 2.30 p.m. on the 17th of June at Hurtlington Crematorium. If you are able to come, we would be very pleased if you and your wife were also able to join us at my mother’s house afterwards.

Yours sincerely

Alice Northholt



Thank-you letters

You should always write to thank someone—especially someone of the older generation—for a gift. Of course, it is often quite appropriate to telephone your thanks. You have to try and judge the preference of the person to whom you owe thanks and write or phone accordingly.

Just as letters of condolence require a marked degree of sensitivity, so to do letters of thanks, especially those in response to presents. The problem is often one of knowing what to say about an unwanted gift without being excessively enthusiastic and so risk getting a similar gift again! This calls for tact.

It is often difficult to decide how to fill space in a thank-you letter. You can keep the message brief, but you have to do better than a couple of lines. However much or little you choose to write you might think of writing the letter by hand instead of dashing it off on your wordprocessor. Most people prefer the more personal touch of a handwritten note.

A thank-you letter for a holiday visit


Dear Margaret

Thank you very much for having me to stay over Easter. It was very kind of you to invite me and to make me feel so much a part of the family.

It was very pleasant to get away from the bustle of London for a few days. I must say that you live in a very beautiful part of the country and it was good to have time to explore it.

I would love to return your hospitality. If every any of you, or preferably all of you, feel like a few days in London, just get in touch. You will be most welcome.

With very many thanks,

Love,

Jane



A thank-you letter for a present


Sender’s address
12 October 2010

Dear Aunt Madge,

I am writing to thank you very much for the birthday present. It was very kind of you to remember, and to take so much trouble over it.

The silk scarf is absolutely lovely. The soft lavender colour will go really well with my winter coat.

I hope that you are in good health and getting out and about a bit despite this grim winter weather. When the weather gets a little warmer and drier you must think of coming up to London. Do let me know if you would like to come and if you might be able to spend a few days with us. We would all love to see you.

With many thanks and best wishes,

Love,

Jill




SPOKEN ENGLISH

Everyday Language

COLLOQUIALISMS

Spoken English, unless it forms part of a formal speech, tends to use a great many colloquialisms or informal words, since these represent the language of everyday casual speech. Colloquialisms are quite different from slang words which we discuss below. They are not confined to one group of society or to one area of the country. Colloquialisms include:

telly for television

veg for vegetables

buff for enthusiast

get a move on for hurry

hassle for annoy

laid back for relaxed and calm

quit for resign

sacked for lose your job.

SLANG WORDS

In some contexts, for example a conversation between two teenagers or young people, slang words are common in spoken English. There is often a fine distinction between slang and colloquialisms. Perhaps the best way of making a distinction between colloquialism and slang is to imagine a scale of formality. On this scale slang comes a degree lower than colloquialisms. However, the distinction is not as cut and dried as this sounds, as slang words can move up the scale to become colloquialisms if they are used frequently enough and move into the general language.

For example, the word sack, meaning to dismiss from a job, was originally considered slang, but it has moved up the scale and is now classified as informal or colloquial. However, hit the sack, which means to go to bed, remains slang.

Slang words do not always move up the scale of formality. Sometimes they stay where they are on the scale, sometimes they fade from use and sometimes they become dated. On the whole, it is best to avoid slang completely unless you are speaking to or writing to a close friend who shares your own stock of slang words.

CONTRACTED FORMS

Contracted forms of verbs are very common and quite acceptable in spoken informal English, unlike other more formal contexts, as in:

don’t for do not

she’ll for she will

I’ve for I have

he’s for he is

she’s for she is

we’re for we are

hadn’t for had not

couldn’t for could not

you’d for you would

he’s for he has

we’ve for we have

could’ve for could have

should’ve for should have

would’ve for would have


NB: Could’ve and ... could of

The last three examples are often thought to be contractions of should of, could of, and would of. This is wrong but is an increasingly common (and annoying) error. Of is a preposition, have is a verb, and a sentence needs a verb to convey meaning. Compare:

Wrong: He could of died. (Makes no sense at all.)

Correct (though informal): He could’ve died.


GET, DO, ETC

In informal English, particularly spoken English, the practice of using a great many of what may be regarded as all-purpose verbs, and may also be regarded as over-used verbs, such as get and do, is far more acceptable than it is in more formal contexts.

Thus, in spoken English, friends might have the following conversation:


“It’s getting late. Let’s find somewhere to get something to eat before it gets dark.”

“There’s a shop in the village. We can get some bread and a tin of soup there. I hope we get there before it closes. You go and I’ll get the camping stove from the car.”

“You’re not getting me to walk there. There was a murder here last month and the police never got anyone for it.”



In a more formal piece of speech or writing the speakers or writers might well try to avoid the verb get quite so often, as in:


“It’s growing late. Let’s find somewhere to buy something to eat before it becomes dark.”

“There’s a shop in the village. We can buy some bread and a tin of soup there. I hope we reach there before it closes. You go and I’ll fetch the camping stove from the car.”

“You’re not persuading me to walk there. There was a murder here last month and the police never caught anyone for it.”



CLICHÉS IN SPOKEN ENGLISH

Many clichés start out as a particularly imaginative or neat way of saying something. However, they become used so often by so many people that they lose their freshness and originality and many people claim to dislike them.

People dislike clichés because they regard them as somehow spoiling the language. Yet, clichés are an established feature of the English language, being particularly common in spoken English language and in informal written contexts, where they are considered more acceptable. Even people who claim to dislike clichés would find that they use quite a lot of them, if they stopped to analyse what they say and write. It would be almost impossible to rid our speech and writing entirely of clichés and, in any case, they often add a bit of color to the language.

Since they are such an established feature of English, it is important for learners of English to learn how to use them correctly. However, particularly in fairly formal speech, it is essential to try to avoid using them too frequently.

Some clichés are used in contexts in which they are virtually meaningless and act simply as a way of filling up a sentence For example, there are people who use the expression at this moment in time regularly when the word now would be more appropriate.

Below is a small selection of common clichés which are particularly overused and so should be used sparingly.

at the end of the day

avoid like the plague

the bottom line

by the same token

a categorical denial

common or garden

to coin a phrase

each and every one of you

the end of an era

explore every avenue

it goes without saying

a golden opportunity

in the fullness of time

in this day and age

just one of those things

last but not least

leave no stone unturned

a level playing field

the moment of truth

a moot point

the more the merrier

needless to say

a new beginning

a new dawn

opening gambit

a quantum leap

these things happen

the thing is

too numerous to mention

when all is said and done

you know what I mean.

See also the longer list of clichés on here–here.

WORDS LIABLE TO BE MISPRONOUNCED

abdomen is now usually pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable (ab-do-men).

acumen is now usually pronounced ak-yoo-men, with the emphasis on the first syllable, although formerly the stress was usually on the second syllable (yoo).

adult may be pronounced with the emphasis on either of the two syllables. Thus a-dult and a-dult are both acceptable although the pronunciation with the emphasis on the first syllable (a-dult) is the more common.

adversary is commonly pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable (ad-ver-sar-i) although in modern usage it is also found with the emphasis on the second syllable (ad-ver-sar-i).

aged has two possible pronunciations depending on the sense. When it means very old, as in aged men with white beards, it is pronounced ay-jid. When it means years of age, as in a girl aged nine, it is pronounced with one syllable, ayjd.

banal should rhyme with canal, with the emphasis on the second syllable (ba-nal).

blackguard, meaning a scoundrel, has an unusual pronunciation. It is pronounced blagg-ard.

brochure is usually pronounced bro-sher, despite the ch spelling, rather than bro-shoor, which is French-sounding.

Celtic is usually pronounced kel-tik.

cervical has two possible pronunciations. Both ser-vik-al, with the emphasis on the first syllable, and ser-vik-al, with the emphasis on the second syllable which has the same sound as in Viking in cervical cancer.

chamois in the sense of a kind of cloth (made from the skin of the chamois antelope) used for polishing or cleaning is pronounced sham-mi. In the sense of a kind of antelope, it is pronounced sham-wa.

chiropodist is usually pronounced kir-op-od-ist with an initial k sound, but the pronunciation shir-op-od-ist with an initial sh sound is also possible.

clandestine usually has the emphasis on the second syllable, as klan-des-tin, but it is acceptable to pronounce it with the emphasis on the first syllable, as klan-des-tin.

comparable is liable to be mispronounced. The emphasis should be on the first syllable, as in kom-par-able. It is often mispronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable, as in kom-par-able.

contrary has two possible pronunciations. When it means opposite, as in On the contrary, I would like to go very much, it is pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable (kon-trar-i). When it means perverse, stubborn, as in contrary children it is pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable (kon-trar-i), which is pronounced to rhyme with Mary.

controversy is usually pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable (kon-tro-ver-si). In modern usage there is a growing tendency to place the emphasis on the second syllable (kon-tro-ver-si).

dais meaning platform or stage, is now usually pronounced as two syllables, as day-is. Formerly it was pronounced as one syllable, as days.

decade is pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable as dek-ayd. An alternative but rare pronunciation is dek-ayd.

demonstrable is most commonly pronounced di-mon-strabl, with the emphasis on the second syllable, in modern usage. Previously the emphasis was on the first syllable as dem-on-strabl.

explicable is now usually pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable (ex-plik-ibl). Formerly it was commonly pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable (ex-plikibl).

exquisite has two possible pronunciations. It is most usually pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable (ex-kwis-it) but some prefer to put the emphasis on the second syllable (iks-kwis-it).

finance can be pronounced in two ways. The commoner pronunciation has the emphasis on the second syllable with the first syllable pronounced like the fin of a fish (fin-ans). The alternative pronunciation has emphasis on the first syllable, which then is pronounced as fine (fin-ans).

formidable may be pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable as for-mid-ibl or with the emphasis on the second syllable as for-mid-ibl.

forte the usual pronunciation is for-tay but it can also be pronounced as single syllable fort. The word means someone’s strong point, as in Putting people at their ease is not her forte, and The chef’s forte is desserts. There is also a musical word forte meaning loud or loudly. It is of Italian origin and is pronounced either for-ti or for-tay.

foyer the most widely used pronunciation is foi-ay but it can also be pronounced fwah-yay following the original French pronunciation.

harass traditionally is pronounced with the stress on the first syllable, as har-as. However, in modern usage there is an increasing tendency to put the emphasis on the second syllable, as har-as, which is how the word is pronounced in America.

heinous is most commonly pronounced hay-nis, although hee-nis also exists.

hospitable can be pronounced in two ways. The more traditional pronunciation has the emphasis on the first syllable, as hos-pit-ibl. In modern usage it is sometimes pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable, as hos-pit-ibl.

impious the emphasis should be on the first syllable as im-pi-us. This is unlike impiety where the stress is on the second syllable.

incomparable the emphasis should be on the second syllable and not the third. It should be pronounced in-kom-pir-ibl.

inventory unlike the word invention, the emphasis is on the first syllable as in-ven-tri or in-ven-tor-i.

kilometer has two possible pronunciations in modern usage. It can be pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable, as kil-o-meet-er, or with the emphasis on the second syllable, as kil-om-it-er. The first of these is the more traditional pronunciation but the second is becoming common.

laboratory should be pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable, as lab-or-a-tor-i or lab-or-a-tri. In American English the emphasis is on the first syllable.

lamentable should be pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable, as lam-en-tabl. However it is becoming common to place the emphasis on the second syllable in the same way that lament does, as lam-en-tabl.

longevity should be pronounced lon-jev-iti. Some people pronounce it lon-gev-iti, but this is rarer.

machinations should be pronounced mak-in-ay-shunz but mash-in ay-shunz is becoming increasingly common in modern usage.

mandatory the emphasis should be on the first syllable, as man-da-tor-i.

margarine formerly the usual pronunciation was mar-ga-reen but now the most common pronunciation is mar-ja-reen.

migraine is pronounced mee-grayn in British English but the American pronunciation of mi-grayn, in which the first syllable rhymes with eye, is sometimes used in Britain.

motif is pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable, as mo-teef.

naïve is pronounced ni-eev, with the emphasis on the second syllable, and the first syllable rhyming with my. The accent on the ï (called a diaeresis) indicates that the two vowels a and i are to be pronounced separately.

necessarily is traditionally pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable, but this is often very difficult to say except when one is speaking exceptionally carefully. Because of this difficulty it is often pronounced with the emphasis on the third syllable although this is considered by many people to be incorrect.

niche the most common pronunciation is nitch, but neech, following the French pronunciation, is also a possibility.

pejorative in modern usage it is pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable, as in pi-jor-at-iv.

phlegm is pronounced flem.

prestige is pronounced prez-teezh.

primarily is traditionally pronounced with the emphasis on the first syllable, as prim-ar-el-i. Since this is difficult to say unless one is speaking very slowly and carefully, it is becoming increasingly common to pronounce it with the emphasis on the second syllable, as prim-err-el-i.

quay the spelling of the word does not suggest the pronunciation, which is kee.

schedule is usually pronounced shed-yool in British English. However, the American English pronunciation sked-yool is now sometimes found in British usage.

subsidence has two acceptable pronunciations. It can be pronounced either sub-side-ens, with the emphasis on the middle syllable which rhymes with hide, or sub-sid-ens, with the emphasis on the first syllable and with the middle syllable rhyming with hid.

suit is pronounced soot or syoot.

suite is pronounced sweet.

swingeing is pronounced swin-jing, not like swinging.

trait is traditionally pronounced tray but trayt is also an acceptable pronunciation in modern usage

victuals is pronounced vitlz.

vitamin is pronounced vight-a-min, with the first syllable rhyming with light. In British English the first syllable rhymes with lit.


BRITISH AND AMERICAN ENGLISH

The Same But Different

British English and American English are the principal varieties of English, in terms of numbers of speakers worldwide. There are many differences between them. Aside from the obvious pronunciation differences, there are many differences between the two, in spelling, vocabulary and, to a lesser extent, in grammar and usage.

The influence of the United States, its culture and its products, has meant that American spelling and usage is now more familiar to more people in more countries than British English. Historically the reverse would have been the case.

If you are communicating with people in the United States or live in one of the many countries that has adopted the conventions of American English, it is a good idea to know and recognize the differences, to avoid any confusion or misunderstanding.

SPELLING DIFFERENCES

Certain spellings formerly used only in American English have now been adopted into British English, for example, the British English -ise ending of verbs is increasingly being dropped in favor of the American English -ize ending, thus finalise is spelled finalize and recognise is spelled recognize. And while American English always uses the -ize ending, you can correctly use either spelling in British English, as long as you are consistent within the same document.

There are some exceptions: words that can be spelled only with the -ise ending and others that may be spelled only with the -ize ending.

Words that must always be spelt with -ise

advertise

advise

appraise

apprise

arise

bruise

chastise

circumcise

comprise

compromise

cruise

despise

devise

disguise

enterprise

excise

exercise

franchise

improvise

incise

liaise

praise

promise

raise

revise

rise

supervise

surmise

surprise

televise

Words that must always be spelt with -ize

capsize

prize (to value)

seize

Other notable spelling differences

British and American spelling is, however, quite distinct in many other instances, some of which are dealt with below:

1. Many words which end in -our in British English end in -or in American English, as colour/color, favour/favor, harbour/harbor, honour/honor, labour/labor, neighbour/neighbor, tumour/tumor, vigour/vigor.

2. Many words which, in British English, are spelt with ae, formerly written as a ligature, are spelt simply with an e in American English, such as anaemia/anemia, archaeology/archeology, aesthetics/esthetics, gynaecology/gynecology and haemoglobin/ hemoglobin. Note that a few words in British English now commonly follow the American pattern, such as encyclopedia and medieval.

3. Likewise, several words which, in British English, are spelt with oe, formerly written as a ligature, are spelt with an e in American English, such as ameba, diarrhea, esophagus and estrogen.

4. Many words which, in British English, end in -re, end in -er in American English, as centre/center, fibre/fiber, litre/liter, meagre/meager, spectre/specter, sombre/somber and theatre/theater.

5. Some words spelt with a single l in British English are spelt with a double l (ll) in American English, such as distil/ distill, enrol/enroll, fulfil/fulfill, instil/instill and skilful/skillful.

6. On the other hand, some words which have a double l (ll) in British English have a single l in American English, such as cancelled/canceled, dishevelled/disheveled, equalled/equaled, marvellous/marvelous and traveller/traveler.

7. Some words ending in -ogue in British English end in -og in American English, as catalogue/catalog, although words such as dialogue often retain the British spelling.

8. Verbs such as analyse and paralyse in British English become analyze and paralyze in American English.

9. Some words which use the letter c in British english use the letter k in American English, such as sceptic/skeptic and mollusc/mollusk.

10. Aluminium, is spelt and pronounced differently in American English. In British English it is pronounced al-yew-min-ee-um. In American English it is spelt aluminum and pronounced a-loo-min-um.

11. Towards, afterwards, backwards, forwards and whilst are not often used in American English. Toward, afterward, backward, forward and while are far more common.

12. Some words ending in -ence in British English end in -ense in American English: licence/license, defence/defense, pretence/pretense.

The list that follows shows examples of some of the spelling differences mentioned above and other common differences:








	British English
	American English





	acknowledgement
	acknowledgment



	aeroplane
	airplane



	aluminium
	aluminum



	anaesthetic
	anesthetic



	appal
	appall



	artefact
	artifact



	axe
	ax



	behaviour
	behavior



	bevelled
	beveled



	calibre
	caliber



	cancelled
	canceled



	candour
	candor



	catalogue
	catalog



	centilitre
	centiliter



	centimetre
	centimeter



	centre
	center



	channelled
	channeled



	councillor
	councilor



	counselling
	counseling



	counsellor
	counselor



	cheque
	check



	colour
	color



	defence (noun)
	defense



	demeanour
	demeanor



	diarrhoea
	diarrhea



	disc
	disk



	dishevelled
	disheveled



	dishonourable
	dishonorable



	distil
	distill



	doughnut
	donut



	draught
	draft



	endeavour
	endeavor



	enrol
	enroll



	equalled
	equaled



	faeces
	feces



	favour
	favor



	fibre
	fiber



	flavour
	flavor



	foetus
	fetus



	fuelled
	fueled



	fulfil
	fulfill



	fulfilment
	fulfillment



	glamour, glamorous
	glamor, glamorous



	grey
	gray



	grovelled
	groveled



	gynaecology
	gynecology



	haemoglobin
	hemoglobin



	haemorrhage
	hemorrhage



	honour
	honor



	humour, humorous
	humor, humorous



	instil
	instill



	jeweller
	jeweler



	jewellery
	jewelry



	kerb
	curb



	kilometre
	kilometer



	levelled
	leveled



	licence (noun)
	license



	litre
	liter



	manoeuvre
	maneuver



	marvellous
	marvelous



	maths
	math



	metre
	meter



	modelled
	modeled



	monologue
	monolog



	mould, mouldy
	mold, moldy



	moult
	molt



	moustache
	mustache



	neighbourhood
	neighborhood



	odour
	odor



	oesophagus
	esophagus



	offence
	offense



	omelette
	omelet



	paediatrician
	pediatrician



	paedophile
	pedophile



	parcelled
	parceled



	pencilled
	penciled



	plough
	plow



	practice (noun)
	practice (noun)



	practise (verb)
	practice (verb)



	pretence
	pretense



	programme (on radio/ TV)
	program



	prophecy (noun)
	prophesy



	pyjamas
	pajamas



	rigour
	rigor



	rumour
	rumor



	sceptic
	skeptic



	shovelled
	shoveled



	skilful
	skillful



	smoulder
	smolder



	speciality
	specialty



	spectre
	specter



	storey
	story



	sulphur
	sulfur



	theatre
	theater



	totalled
	totaled



	towelling
	toweling



	traveller
	traveler



	tranquillize, tranquillise
	tranquilize



	tumour
	tumor



	tunnelled
	tunneled



	tyre
	tire



	unequalled
	unequaled



	vigour
	vigor



	wilful
	willful



	woollen
	woolen





DIFFERENT WORDS SAME MEANING

The famous quote about Britain and the United States being “divided by a common language” is especially apt in relation to vocabulary. There are lots of examples of completely different words for the same thing.

While there is still some two-way traffic, some American English words are now displacing their British English equivalents, for example backpack is now more commonly used than rucksack and ATM (automated teller machine) than cashpoint.

It is probably inevitable that this process will continue in those spheres—especially popular culture and business and commerce—in which the United States is the dominant influence.








	British English
	American English





	aubergine
	eggplant



	autumn
	fall



	bad tempered
	mean



	(bank)note
	bill



	bath
	tub, bathtub



	beach hut
	cabana



	biscuit
	cookie



	black pudding
	blood sausage



	blinds
	shades



	blinkers
	blinders



	bonnet (of car)
	hood



	boot (of car)
	trunk



	bottom drawer
	hope chest



	braces
	suspenders



	break (in school, etc)
	recess



	breve
	double whole note



	broad bean, butter bean
	lima bean



	bumper
	fender



	burgle
	burglarize



	candy floss
	cotton candy



	canola oil
	rapeseed oil



	car park
	parking lot



	caretaker
	janitor



	catapult
	slingshot



	changing room
	locker room



	chemist, pharmacy
	drugstore



	chips
	French fries



	clingfilm
	Saran wrap, plastic wrap



	coffin
	casket



	comic
	comic book



	condom
	rubber



	cooker
	range



	coriander
	cilantro



	cornflour
	cornstarch



	courgette
	zucchini



	crisps
	chips



	crossroads
	intersection



	crotchet
	quarter note



	cupboard, fitted wardrobe
	closet



	current account
	checking account



	curtains
	drapes



	cutlery
	flatware, silverware



	CV, curriculum vitae
	resumé



	docker
	longshoreman



	double cream
	heavy cream



	draughts (the game)
	checkers



	drawing pin
	thumbtack



	dressing gown
	robe



	driving licence
	driver’s license



	dual carriageway
	divided highway



	dummy
	pacifier



	dustbin
	trash can



	estate agent
	realtor



	estate car
	station wagon



	fish fingers
	fish sticks



	first floor
	second floor



	flannel, face cloth
	wash cloth, wash rag



	flat
	apartment



	flatmate
	roommate



	flyover
	overpass



	football
	soccer



	fortnight
	two weeks



	foyer
	lobby



	fringe
	bangs



	full stop
	period



	garden
	yard



	gear lever
	stick shift



	glowworm
	lightning bug



	grill
	broil



	ground floor
	first floor



	hair grip, Kirby grip
	bobby pin



	handbag
	purse



	hessian
	burlap



	holiday
	vacation



	homely
	ugly, unattractive



	icing
	frosting



	icing sugar
	powdered sugar



	indicators
	blinkers



	jam
	jelly



	jelly
	Jell-o



	kerosene
	paraffin



	lawyer
	attorney



	lend
	loan (verb)



	level crossing
	grade crossing



	lollipop
	popsicle



	lorry
	truck



	maize
	corn



	mange tout
	snow pea



	maths
	math



	methylated spirits
	denatured alcohol



	minced beef
	ground beef



	minim
	half note



	mobile phone
	cellphone



	motorway
	freeway



	nappy
	diaper



	normality
	normalcy



	noughts and crosses
	tic-tac-toe



	number plate
	license plate



	off licence
	liquor store



	offal
	variety meats



	overpass
	flyover



	paraffin
	kerosene



	pavement
	sidewalk



	pedestrian crossing
	crosswalk



	pepper, red/green
	bell pepper



	Perspex
	Plexiglas



	petrol
	gasoline, gas



	pig
	hog



	pinafore
	jumper



	plait
	braid



	plot (of land)
	lot



	porridge
	oatmeal



	post
	mail



	postman
	mailman



	pram
	baby carriage



	prawn
	shrimp



	press stud
	snap



	prostitute
	hooker



	pushchair
	stroller



	quaver
	eighth note



	queue
	line



	railway
	railroad



	receptionist
	desk clerk



	ring road, circular road
	beltway, loop



	rocket (the herb)
	arugula



	rosé
	blush



	roundabout
	traffic circle



	rubber
	eraser



	rubbish, refuse
	trash, garbage



	rubbish bin
	trashcan



	Sellotape
	Scotch tape



	semibreve
	whole note



	semi-detached house
	duplex



	semi-quaver
	sixteenth-note



	semolina
	cream of wheat



	shortbread
	shortcake



	silencer
	muffler



	skip
	dumpster



	skirting board
	baseboard



	socket
	outlet



	soft drink
	soda



	spanner
	wrench



	spring onion
	scallion



	stream
	creek



	sultana
	golden raisin



	supermarket
	grocery store



	surgical spirit
	rubbing alcohol



	suspenders
	braces



	swede
	rutabaga



	sweets
	candy



	tap
	faucet



	tarmac
	asphalt, blacktop



	telegram
	wire



	tights
	pantyhose



	timber
	lumber



	tissue
	Kleenex



	toilet
	bathroom



	toilets (public)
	restroom



	torch
	flashlight



	trainers
	sneakers



	tram
	streetcar



	tramp
	bum, hobo



	trolley
	cart



	trousers
	pants



	truncheon
	nightstick



	turn-ups
	cuffs



	underground (railway)
	subway



	underpants (ladies’)
	panties



	underpants (men’s)
	undershorts



	undertaker
	mortician



	vest
	undershirt



	veterinary surgeon, vet
	veterinarian, vet



	waistcoat
	vest



	wallet
	billfold



	wardrobe
	closet



	wash your hands
	wash up



	windscreen
	windshield



	zip
	zipper





GRAMMAR AND USAGE

Differences in grammar principally relate to the use of verbs and prepositions.

Verbs

1. In informal American English the present perfect tense is used much less than in British English, as in:

American English:

I can’t find my shoe.

Did you see it anywhere?

British English:

I can’t find my shoe.

Have you seen it anywhere?

American English:

I feel queasy.

I think I ate too much.

British English:

I feel queasy.

I think I have eaten too much.

2. In informal American English it is accepted that the simple past tense may be used with already, just and yet, whereas in British English the present perfect tense is preferred, as in:

American English:

Did you go round the track already?

British English:

Have you been round the track already?

American English:

Is Harry here?

No, he just left.

British English:

Is Harry here?

No, he’s just left.

American English:

Did you do it yet?

British English:

Have you done it yet?

3. In certain contexts, the verb have used in British English is replaced with the verb take in American English, as in:

have a bath (British English)

take a bath (American English)

having a little holiday (British English)

taking a short vacation (American English).

4. In American English, there has always been a much more pronounced tendency to create verbs from nouns. This is now is almost as likely to happen in Britain as the United States.

5. Certain simple past tense and past participle forms of verbs are different, for example:

Prepositions

1. In American English, the preposition to is often left out after to write:

American English:

I’ll write you as soon as I get there.

British English:

I’ll write to you as soon as I get there.

2. British English prefers different from and different to, whereas American English prefers different than:

British English:

His recipe is different from mine.

American English:

His recipe is different than mine.

3. British people do something at the weekend, Americans do it on the weekend.










	British English
	American English





	Simple past tense
	Past participle
	Simple past tense
	Past participle



	dived
	dived
	dove or dived
	dived



	got
	got
	got
	gotten



	leaned or leant
	leaned or leant
	leaned
	leaned



	learned or learnt
	learned or learnt
	learned
	learned



	pleaded
	pleaded
	pleaded or pled
	pleaded or pled



	sawed
	sawn
	sawed
	sawn or sawed



	proved
	proved
	proved
	proved or proven



	spilled or spilt
	spilled or spilt
	spilled or spilt
	spilled



	spat
	spat
	spat or spit
	spat or spit





Many learners of English learn British English, but some learn American English. It is important to be consistent whichever form you adopt.
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