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You Need Nitty-Gritty Grammar If …


• You worry that your participle might be dangling.

• You’d rather cover yourself in honey and roll in a mound of fire ants than think about grammar.

• You sing “Schoolhouse Rock” songs to remember what a conjunction is.

• You think TV newscasters are right when they say “nuCUEler” for “nuclear.”

• You’re never sure whether it’s “it’s” or “its.”

• You’re a CEO, and your mom still corrects your grammar.

• Your grammar checker makes your monitor glow green.

• You have an irrational fear of serial commas.

• You only read books with pictures. (Hey! This one has cartoons!)

• Your grammatically correct dog refuses to “lay down.”
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INTRODUCTION


Good communication is as stimulating as black coffee, and just as hard to sleep after.

—Anne Morrow Lindbergh



“What? More grammar?” people asked when they heard we were writing More Nitty-Gritty Grammar. “What’s left to say?”

Our answer was “plenty.”

Wearing our Grammar Patrol hats, we’ve appeared as guests on over one hundred radio talk shows since our first grammar guide, Nitty-Gritty Grammar, was published. It’s been fun fielding questions and listening to people’s grammar pet peeves, such as “irregardless” and “between you and I.” We’ll do anything to promote great grammar, including hauling our four-foot-high Grammar Bear with us. While we chatted with “Money in the Morning” radio host, George Chamberlin, the bear kept an eye on the stock quotes.

Be assured that people across the United States and Canada really do care about grammar and language. At KCET in Pasadena, California, host Larry Mantle warned his eager listeners to pull off the freeways before calling in with their grammar gripes. With all this great feedback and fodder, our mission was clear: to write a follow-up book.

More Nitty-Gritty Grammar offers a painless language brush-up with a comic bent, complete with a bevy of new syndicated cartoons. It’s for anyone wanting to refresh, review, or polish grammar skills. Besides digging deeper into topics lightly covered in our first book, we have stretched the strict definition of “grammar” to include usage, literary terms, spelling, and selective style pitfalls.

Both of our grammar books are designed for anyone from 10 to 110. They are indispensable tools for busy executives and other businesspeople, families, English teachers, second-language learners, graduates, and students of all ages. As avid cartoon buffs, the Grammar Patrol appreciates all the cartoonists who slip grammar jokes into their work. So, by popular request, we’ve included over fifty new grammar cartoons by syndicated artists.

We wrote this second grammar guide to explore some finer points of grammar and language, to further demystify grammar, to offer practical suggestions, and to help readers increase their grammatical accuracy. We also wanted to use the many real-life errors from our Blooper Patrol collection. But our most important goal was to serve up easy-access grammar basics, with dollops of laughter on the side.

Edith H. Fine and Judith P. Josephson
Encinitas, California
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USING THIS BOOK

Here’s a road map to help you travel easily through More Nitty-Gritty Grammar, whether you stick with the main highways or take shortcuts or detours.

Pop Quiz!

Uh-oh! On this page, there’s a pop grammar quiz. Where do you stand with grammar? Take this quick quiz and see. All the answers are in this book.

A to Z Format

More Nitty-Gritty Grammar has alphabetical listings, so you can go directly to the topic you want. For instance, to learn more about ending sentences with prepositions, look under “P” for “Prepositions,” then find the “To End or Not to End?” header. You can read this guide page by page, or simply browse.

Ticker Tape

In the eBook edition there is no footer along each page, so the content from the Ticker Tape in the print edition shows up in the eBook in the grey boxes that appear randomly throughout the book. The all-new ticker tape are sentences that highlight bloopers frequently seen and heard. You can treat them as a quick refresher. If you say, “I don’t get this,” turn to the page number given in parentheses.

Right, Wrong, Why?

Nitty-Gritty Grammar veterans will also recognize the right-wrong-why icons—“Thumbs Up,” “Thumbs Down,” and “Why?”—that highlight frequent grammatical bloopers. Test your grammar savvy by comparing the right sentence with the wrong one, then read the “Why?” to understand the rule.

Terms and Headers

Grammarspeak We’ve used “Grammarspeak” to label proper grammatical terms, such as phrasal verbs, nonrestrictive clauses, and pronoun reference. Our less formal explanations will help you remember these terms and what they mean.

Substandard English Some words and phrases are labeled “substandard.” “Substandard” means nonstandard English. When a dictionary labels a word “substandard,” you should avoid using it in formal English (in business proposals and presentations, research papers, etc.). “Looking to,” “get ahold of,” “a whole nother,” and “ain’t,” for example, are considered substandard for formal writing or speaking. But the Grammar Patrol itself has been known to say casually, “Ain’t it the truth?” and “That’s a whole nother ball game.”

The Big E Alas, English grammar is riddled with exceptions to the rules. To draw attention to these exceptions, we have highlighted them. Be on the lookout for the label “THE BIG E,” the exceptions.

Tips Grammar suggestions, mnemonics, and strategies are listed under “TIPS.”

Did You Know? Under “DID YOU KNOW,” we’ve included quirks, oddities, and interesting facts about our fascinating English language.

Mnemonic (Memory Aid) Memory aids, called mnemonics, can help jog your memory. These entries give rhymes, images, and ideas that will help you remember grammar terms, rules, or information.

Index

If you don’t find a specific idea you’re looking for in the A to Z listing, check the index.

Cartoons and Humor

Throughout the book, you’ll find cartoons and funny examples, a lighthearted way to learn or review specific grammar points.

[image: ]

Bucky, the irascible cat, doesn’t quite get “the grammar thing.” As usual, he’s trying to blame his fractured spelling, grammar, and syntax problems on Satchel, the hapless dog. (Will anyone buy Bucky’s “gud-smelling” fish heads: “no body, just heads”?)


UH-OH! A POP QUIZ! ABOUT GRAMMER!*

This pop quiz is also a sneak preview of what’s to come. Look for answers to these bloopers within the pages of this book.

1. Let’s divide these chocolates between you and ________.


a. I

b. me



2. Liver is different ________ filet mignon.


a. than

b. from



3. Leona has ___________ baubles than Ivana does.


a. fewer

b. less



4. “_________ down, Satchel!” yelled Bucky.


a. Lie

b. Lay



5. __________ I said, my sweetie’s no Romeo.


a. As

b. Like



6. Leonardo and ________ took a cruise.


a. I

b. me



7. Traffic is looking __________ on the freeway.


a. badly

b. bad



8. The champagne has lost_________ fizz.


a. it’s

b. its



9. An orangutan’s more ________ than a baboon.


a. hairy

b. hairier



10. The sanitation engineer watched the _______________ turn to sludge.


a. affluent

b. effluent



11. Knees knocking, the groom approached the ______________.


a. alter

b. altar



12. ________________ now entering the state of Illinois.


a. Your

b. You’re



13. I should have ____________ you my Vikings tickets.


a. gave

b. given



14. The gerbil _________ behind the stove.


a. snuck

b. sneaked



15. Who authorized ___________ running off to Rio?


a. his

b. him



16. “Help! I’m stuck in the ____________ yelled Santa Claus.


a. chimney,”

b. chimney”,



Stumped? See below for the quiz answers.




* “Grammar” has two a’s. You get two A’s if you caught the misspelling of “grammar” at the top of this page!

    
        Pop Quiz Answers: 1. b, 2. b, 3. a, 4. a, 5. a, 6. a, 7. b, 8. b, 9. a, 10. b, 11. b, 12. b, 13. b, 14. b, 15. a, 16. a

    


A NITTY-GRITTY GRAMMAR REFRESHER

Words do specific jobs in sentences to create meaning.

Verbs are the engines that power sentences. Without a verb, a sentence goes nowhere. Verbs show action or express a state of being.


The space shuttle Voyager blasted (action) into space.

Sicily was (state of being) in New York City at last!



Nouns are namers. Nouns name persons, places, things, or ideas.


The stunning soprano (person) took eight curtain calls (thing).

Ms. Jacobs’s charisma (idea) draws students to her classroom (place).



Pronouns are substitutes. Pronouns take the place of nouns. For …


Secretariat (noun) won racing’s triple crown.



you can substitute …


He (pronoun) won racing’s triple crown.



Prepositions are locators. Prepositions can show position or time. They can also compare or connect.


Besotted with his neighbor, Gladstone scrambled over (preposition) the fence.

Norman Rockwell painted portraits of (preposition) Americana.



Adjectives are describers. Adjectives describe or modify nouns or other adjectives.


The bride wore black (adjective) boots under her gown.



Adverbs are also describers. Adverbs modify verbs, telling how, when, or where.


Vincent eased gratefully (adverb—how) into his Barcalounger.

“That’s it! I’m leaving for Fiji tomorrow (adverb—when)!” yelled Horace.

The bear lumbered forward (adverb—where).



Adverbs can also modify adjectives or other adverbs.


The starlet’s costume seemed barely (adverb) visible (adjective).

Mrs. Fezziwig danced very (adverb) lightly (adverb).



Interjections are outsiders. They aren’t official parts of a sentence. Interjections show feelings.


Okay, okay (mild interjection). I’ll take out the trash.

Zoinks! (strong interjection) I’m off to the Li’l Abner tryouts.



Conjunctions are connectors. Conjunctions join words or parts of a sentence.


Sushi isn’t sushi without ginger and (conjunction) wasabi.

I studied entomology because (conjunction) my boyfriend’s a bug nut.




GRAMMAR A TO Z

A

ABBREVIATIONS (See acronyms, and initialisms.)

[image: ]

Abbreviations are shortened versions of words, such as “tsp.” for “teaspoon.” While some abbreviations still require periods, the periods have been dropped from others, especially the names of many organizations. Some abbreviations—called acronyms—can be pronounced as a word, such as “NATO” for North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Others—called initialisms—are read letter by letter, such as “AAUW” for the American Association of University Women.

When a sentence ends with an abbreviation that includes periods, use only one period.

Abbreviations are used frequently in parenthetical citations, notes, and bibliographies. Use them as little as possible in the text of your writing. Use only abbreviations that are easily understood by your readers. The first time you use an abbreviation, write out what it stands for, with the abbreviation in parentheses.

Check a recent dictionary when using abbreviations.

A.D. or A.D. (with or without periods) The abbreviation “A.D.” is from the Latin anno Domini, meaning “in the year of the Lord.” The A.D. goes before the year: A.D. 1066, A.D. 2010. Use small caps (small capital letters: A.D.), if possible. Otherwise, use regular capital letters. (See also B.C.)

Let’s finish the croquet match. (Not, Lets—see here.)



a.m. or A.M. The abbreviation “a.m.” stands for the Latin ante meridiem, which means “before noon.” Use it for the time period between midnight and noon. Use “a.m.” with numerals: 4:45 a.m. Don’t use it with words: Instead of “five a.m.,” write “five in the morning.” You can choose whether to use lowercase letters or small caps (small capital letters: A.M.); just be consistent. (While most stylebooks show A.M. with periods, some allow AM without the periods.)

B.C. or B.C. (with or without periods) The abbreviation “B.C.” means “before Christ.” In naming a specific year, the B.C. goes after the year: 274 B.C.

cc The abbreviation “cc” used to stand for “carbon copy.” Used after the signature in business letters, it indicates copies sent to others. Today, carbon copies are outmoded. Grammar Lady Mary Bruder suggests that “cc” can stand for “courtesy copy.”

cf. or cf The abbreviation “cf.” means “compare.” Shown with one reference, it tells you to go to another source and compare the two.

d. The abbreviation “d.” can stand for many words, such as “date,” “day,” “degree,” and “departure.” When used for “died,” write “d. June 29, 1997.”

e.g. The abbreviation “e.g.” is from the Latin exempli gratia (“for the sake of example”). Think of it as “for example.” Use “e.g.” to list specific examples, not to explain or clarify a term or point. When using “e.g.,” put a comma before and after. Use “e.g.” only in citations and notes.


Study Chapter 1: simple machines, e.g., levers, screws, and wedges.



et al. The abbreviation “et al.” means “and others” and is used only in bibliographic entries and footnotes: Runsford, Truman, Jurgin, et al. (Do not put a period after “et”: It’s the Latin word for “and,” not an abbreviation.)

etc. The abbreviation “etc.” is from the Latin et cetera, meaning “and so forth.” Since “et” means “and,” don’t write “and etc.” Use “etc.” sparingly in memos or technical writing when you mean “more of the same.” (Say “et cetera,” not “eck cetera.”)


[image: ] Right
Car racers face hurdles, such as turns, speed, and pit stops.

[image: ] Wrong
Car racers face hurdles, such as turns, speed, and pit stops, etc.



She and I are going to the tattoo parlor. (Not, Me and her—see here.)




? Why?
 Don’t use “etc.” after a series that begins with “such as.” That’s redundant.



ff The abbreviation “ff” (no periods) means “and the following.” Use “ff” only in citations and notes. (In music, the dynamic marking “ff,” fortissimo, means “play very loudly.”)


Newt reproduction, pages 134 ff, biology textbook



ibid. (pronounced “ib´ id”) The Latin abbreviation “ibid.” means “in the same book or passage.” “Ibid.” is still sometimes used in citations and footnotes when an entry is from the same source as the one cited just before it. But it is better and clearer to repeat the source by author or title. (Footnote styles differ. Choose one stylebook and follow it consistently. See More Grammar Resources.)

    
    Conroy, Pat. The Water Is Wide (New York: Bantam Books, 1972), page 43.

Ibid., page 87. (This cites The Water Is Wide, but a different page number.)

or

Conroy, Pat. The Water Is Wide (New York: Bantam Books, 1972), page 43.

Conroy, Pat. The Water Is Wide, page 87.



i.e. The abbreviation “i.e.” is from the Latin id est, meaning “that is.” Use “i.e.” to explain or clarify, not to give an example. Put a comma before and after “i.e.”


The 30-meter three-legged dash was the penultimate race, i.e., the second to last.



m. or M. The abbreviation “m.” is from the Latin meridies, or “noon.”


12:00 m. means noon

12:00 P.M. means midnight



The abbreviation “m.” can also stand for “month,” “Monday,” and other words.

Ms. or Ms (pronounced “miz”) “Ms.” is the widely accepted courtesy title for women; like “Mr.,” “Ms.” doesn’t indicate marital status.

These kinds of truffles are dangerously good. (Not, These kind—see here.)



n. The abbreviation “n.” can stand for many words, such as “born,” “noun,” “noon,” “north,” and “number.” When used for “born,” it is from the Latin natus: n. January 6, 1913.

n.b. The abbreviation “n.b.” stands for the Latin note bene, meaning “note well.” It alerts your reader to take special note of information.


n.b. Volatility could affect your earnings.



op. cit. The abbreviation “op. cit.” stands for the Latin opere citato: “in the work cited.” You will still sometimes see “op. cit.” in citations and footnotes to refer to a book already cited, but it’s more clear to use a shortened title instead. Include the author’s name.

First footnote entry for a book by this author:


Armstrong, Lance. It’s Not About the Bike: My Journey Back to Life (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 2000), pp. 105–108.



A later footnote entry for the same book by this author:


Armstrong, It’s Not About the Bike, page 88. (This refers to page 88 in It’s Not About the Bike.)



TIP: Don’t use “op. cit.” if you have footnotes from two different books by the same author. Your reader won’t know which book you mean.

p., pp. The abbreviation “p.” stands for “page”; “pp.” stands for “pages.” Use only in citations, notes, and bibliographies. Don’t use “pg.” or “pgs.,” even if your word processor tries to insist.

p.m. or P.M. The abbreviation “p.m.” stands for the Latin post meridiem: “after noon.” Use it to show the period of time between noon and midnight. (See a.m.)

PS The abbreviation “PS” stands for postscript. (Use no periods.) Use it for an additional thought at the end of a letter.


PS Your check’s in the mail. Really.



vs. or vs The abbreviation “vs.” stands for “versus”: UCLA Bruins vs. USC Trojans. But in most cases, use the word “versus,” rather than the abbreviation.


Gladiator was a movie about good versus evil. (In the language of law, a single “v.” is used for “versus”: Brown v. the Board of Education.)



As I said, Travis rescued Stella. (Not, Like I said—see here.)



ACCENT MARKS

Accent marks, called diacritical marks, are used to help with pronunciation. Here are the most common:

acute accent ( ´ ) tells you that the last syllable of certain words, especially those borrowed from French, is not silent. Thus, the noun “résumé” (ray´ zoo may)—a record of education and achievements—is distinguished from the verb “resume” (reh zoom´): to start again or restart. (In French, this mark is called l’accent aigu.)

grave accent ( ‘ ) indicates pronunciation in French words, such as chère. “Grave” can rhyme with “pave” or be said with an “ah” sound, “grahv.” This French pronunciation (the latter) is heard less frequently.

cedilla (seh dil´ eh) is a c with a squiggle below it: ç. It lets you know that the c is soft, sounding like an s, as in “façade” and “garçon.”

circumflex ( ˆ ) goes over a vowel to indicate a certain quality of sound: crêpes, tête-a-tête.

tilde ( ˜ ) (teel´ deh) tells you to touch your tongue to the roof of your mouth to create an “enyuh” sound as you say words like “señora” or “mañana.”


Marks specific to dictionary pronunciation are also handy to know:



    macron ( ¯ ) (may´ kron) shows that a vowel is long. “Kite” looks like this: kīt.

breve ( ˘ ) tells you to use the short vowel sound. So “cat” looks like this: c˘at. (“Breve” can be pronounced two ways: to rhyme with “leave” or like the first syllable of “heaven.”)

umlaut ( .. ) indicates a specific pronunciation (especially in Germanic languages): über, which means “all” in German, and väggklocka, for “wall clock” in Swedish, for instance.

Dictionaries have pronunciation guides to help you decipher these diacritical marks.

She told Steve and me about her cliff-plunge adventure (Not, I—see here.)



ACRONYMS (See initialisms.)

Acronyms are abbreviations formed by using the first letter or first few letters of a series of words. Acronyms are pronounced as words—for instance, SEALs = the Navy’s sea, air, land team. (By contrast, initialisms are pronounced letter by letter.) Some acronyms have become words and are spelled with lowercase letters. Here are three:


radar = “radio detecting and ranging”

scuba = “self-contained underwater breathing apparatus”

laser = “light amplification by stimulated emission of radiation”



Most acronyms, though, are spelled with all capital letters and seldom have periods:


AIDS = acquired immunodeficiency syndrome

MADD = Mothers Against Drunk Driving

NATO = North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NASA = National Aeronautics and Space Administration

UNICEF = United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund

WHO = World Health Organization

PIN = personal identification number

WYSIWYG (Say, “wizzywig”) = “What you see is what you get!”



ADJECTIVES (See phrasals.)

Adjectives are describers. They describe or modify nouns or other adjectives.



	delicious cake
	high-tech job
	blue kite


	sad song
	broken mirror
	unending curiosity



[image: ]

Compound Adjectives (See hyphens, and phrasal adjectives.) When two or more related words work together to describe a noun, they form a compound adjective, known in Grammarspeak as a “phrasal adjective.”

Sergeant Pepper will take roll call. (Not, role call—see here.)



Compound Adjectives before Nouns

If a compound adjective comes before the noun, use a hyphen.


full-time → work

Co Lee, a 24-year-old → pop vocalist

our around-the-world → airfares

the lime-green → VW Bug

an over-the-top → concept



TIP: Keep the compound adjective and its noun separate. Don’t use a hyphen right before the word being modified.


NASA hesitates to overemphasize its life-on-Mars card.
(Not, life-on-Mars-card.)



Compound Adjectives after Nouns

After the noun, don’t use a hyphen with compound adjectives.


Kofi Annan’s U.N. negotiations ← were high level.

Cassie’s job ← at WalMart is full time.

On Minnesota’s KSTP radio, mosquito reports ← are up to the minute.



Compound Adjectives with Ethnicities

With compound ethnic adjectives or nouns, follow the “before” and “after” rules. If the compound adjective is before the noun it modifies, use a hyphen.


Vivian Lu is a Chinese-American actress.



When “Chinese American” is used as a noun, no hyphen is needed.


A Chinese American led the expedition.



Compound Adjective Exceptions

In addition to these reliable “before” and “after” rules, you may notice a baffling array of spellings for compound adjectives. Some always have spaces. Some always have hyphens. Some are always connected as single words. Wouldn’t it be great if one rule covered all compound adjectives? Alas, none exists. In addition to the rules below, let a current dictionary or stylebook guide you.

Jessica’s hunk detector works well. (Not, good—see here.)



Compound Adjectives Without Hyphens

Compound adjectives that don’t have hyphens can be spaced or written as one word.


[image: ] Some compound adjectives have become so commonplace that they no longer need hyphens. A few examples:





	life insurance policy
	grand jury investigation


	income tax return
	post office box


	lowest common denominator
	 




[image: ] Here are examples of one-word compound adjectives with no hyphen:




	kindhearted uncle
	Highland lassie

	statewide moratorium
	halfhearted try




Compound Adjectives with Hyphens

Some compound adjectives, like these, keep their hyphens, no matter where they fall in a sentence:





	old-fashioned
	air-conditioned
	tailor-made


	soft-spoken
	left-handed
	time-consuming



Adjective Pitfalls


[image: ] Resist the urge to use more adjectives than needed. They clutter your writing and distract your readers:




Crystal thinks Bruno is handsome, studly, and gorgeous.



Try using one adjective that says it all:


Crystal thinks Bruno is gorgeous.




[image: ] Be careful with “fun.” The word “fun” used to be strictly a noun.




Kirsten had fun (noun) at Moana’s wedding.




In casual speech, “fun” has turned into an adjective.




Moana’s wedding was fun. (Adjective: modifies noun “wedding.”)





	fun finger foods
	fun little dress
	fun time



Some dictionaries now recognize “fun” as an adjective in informal speech and writing. Avoid “fun” as an adjective in formal speech and writing. Also avoid the comparative “funner,” as in, “John’s party was funner than Henry’s.”

Hugh wished his telephone had rung. (Not, had rang—see here.)



[image: ] Don’t modifiy “unique.” (See comparisons.)
The adjective “unique” means “one-of-a-kind,” not “one of several.” You can’t make anything more “one of a kind.” Since the Statue of Liberty is unique, it can’t be “more unique,” “so unique,” or “very unique.”
   In Grammarspeak, “unique” is an “absolute adjective.” It doesn’t have degrees of comparison. Other absolute adjectives are “universal,” “ideal,” “main,” and “final.”



ADVERBS

[image: ]



Adverbs are also describers. They modify verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs. Adverbs tell how, when, where, why, how much, or to what extent.


Aunt Blanche sews beautifully. (How does she sew? Beautifully.)

The incomparable Harry Belafonte performs here tonight. (When does he perform? Tonight.)



Adverb Pitfalls (See advertising rule-breakers.)


[image: ] Avoid using an adjective in place of an adverb.




[image: ] Wrong
Bridget Jones’s Diary: A Novel did tremendous. (Should be the adverb “tremendously.”)

[image: ] Wrong
The cartoon Zits shows that teens and adults think different. (Should be the adverb “differently.”)



Tombstone Tour: $45, plus guide’s tip. (Not, guides tip or guides’ tip—see here.)



[image: ] Don’t be fooled by ly.
Many adverbs end with ly. But some ly words are adjectives: beastly, comely, costly, curly, friendly, growly, homely, pearly, and wobbly.




a costly IPO

The Big Book of Beastly Pronunciations by Charles Harrington Elster



Some ly words can be adjectives or adverbs depending on how they are used.


The Iricks took a leisurely canoe ride. (Adjective: describes “ride.”)

The Iricks paddled leisurely down the Fox River. (Adverb: tells how they paddled.)



ADJECTIVE, ADVERB PUZZLERS (See adjectives, and adverbs.)

Are you still confused about when to use adverbs and adjectives? Here’s advice on other puzzlers:

Bad, Badly


[image: ] The adjective “bad” describes a noun or pronoun. It’s the opposite of “good.”




Comedian Robin Williams never has a bad night.




[image: ] The adverb “badly” describes a verb and tells “how” or “to what extent.”




[image: ] Right
The meeting went badly until the sword swallowers arrived.

[image: ] Wrong
The meeting went bad until the sword swallowers arrived.

? Why?
Use the adverb “badly” to show how the meeting went.



THE BIG E: With verbs of the five senses, use “bad,” not “badly.” Things can look bad, feel bad, sound bad, taste bad, and smell bad.


I feel bad about dropping the pumpkin. (Not, badly.)

Ludmilla’s Hungarian Goulash smelled bad. (Not, badly.)



Linda loves lying on the beach. (Not, laying—see here.)



Good, Well


[image: ] The adjective “good” describes a noun or pronoun.




Purple is not a good color for beards and mustaches.




[image: ] The adverb “well” describes the verb and tells how.




[image: ] Right
Mary Chapin Carpenter sang well at her concert.

[image: ] Wrong
Mary Chapin Carpenter sang good at her concert.

? Why?
How did Mary sing? She sang well. The adverb “well” describes the verb “sang.”



THE BIG E: With verbs of the five senses, use “good,” not “well.” Things can look good, feel good, sound good, taste good, and smell good.


Third quarter earnings look good.

The carne asada burrito tasted good.



Use “good” and “bad” with feelings, too. You wouldn’t say “feel goodly” would you?


Olympic skater Joey Cheek should feel good about his donations.



Real, Really

[image: ]

In informal speech, people often use “real” and “really” interchangeably. Actually, the two words do different jobs.


[image: ] “Real” is usually an adjective.




Is that a real Rolex watch? (Adjective: describes “Rolex.”)



Miss Piggy should have run for president. (Not, should of—see here.)



[image: ] “Really” is usually an adverb.




Marie really loves tap dancing. (Adverb: modifies the verb “loves.” How does she love tap dancing? She really loves tap dancing.)

These strawberries taste really good. (Adverb: modifies the adjective “good.” How good do the strawberries taste? Really good.)



    TIP: Overusing “really” can turn the word into a filler. (See fillers.)


“There’s Tanya, that really smart woman we really want to hire. Really!”



Cut some “reallys” and use stronger adverbs or adjectives.


The Fix:
“There’s Tanya, that exceptionally bright woman we really hope to hire. She’s perfect for the job.”



Sure, Surely


[image: ] “Sure” is an adjective.




The Rams’ Marshall Faulk was a sure bet to win MVP in 2000. (Adjective: modifies the noun “bet.”)




[image: ] “Surely” is an adverb.




The pack mule walked surely down the steep trail. (Adverb: modifies the verb “walked.”)

Surely you jest! (Adverb: Modifies the verb “jest.”)



In informal speech, you’ll hear, “She sure likes iguanas.” In professional settings, avoid using “sure” for “surely.”


[image: ] Right
You surely made a great speech, Mayor Rodriguez.

[image: ] Wrong
You sure made a great speech, Mayor Rodriguez.

? Why?
Think of “truly” for “surely.” The adverb “surely” answers the question “how?” How did he make the speech? Surely (or truly).



Ann has written a novel. (Not, has wrote or has wroten—see here.)



Usual, Usually


[image: ] “Usual” is an adjective.




Detective Andy Sipowicz rounded up the usual suspects. (Adjective: describes “suspects.”)

TIP: The phrase “as usual” is an idiom, meaning “as commonly happens.”

As usual, we ate popcorn and Red Vines during the movie.




[image: ] “Usually” is an adverb.




Dean Koontz usually writes suspense novels. (Adverb: modifies “writes” and answers the question “when?” When does he write suspense novels? Usually.)



Tight, Tightly


[image: ] “Tight” is an adjective. It describes a noun: a tight knot.

[image: ] “Tightly” is an adverb. It tells “how”: coiled tightly.



THE BIG E: Some verbs suggest closing or constricting: tie, close, hold, shut, or squeeze. The word “tight” can follow such a verb and act as an adverb.



	sit tight
	hold tight
	sleep tight



ADVERSE, AVERSE

“Adverse” (ad´ verse) means “not favorable,” while “averse” (uh verse´) means “reluctant or opposed.”


The guide canceled our kayak excursion due to adverse weather conditions.

Because snails eat Chris’s flowers, she is not averse to eating escargots.



ADVERTISING RULE-BREAKERS (See adverb pitfalls; got, have; and homonyms.)

Ad writers need pithy, colloquial expressions to make ads work. The goal is to create snappy messages that make a point and get people’s attention. Advertising space is limited and costly, so ads must be catchy and clever, even if they break grammar rules. But sometimes, such ads make bloopers appear to be correct.

Cory and I use gargoyles for garden gnomes. (Not, Cory and me—see here.)



Adjective Rule-Breakers

Here are some examples of “ad speak”:



	Fly cheap!
	Drive slow!
	Act quick!



Technically, these should be adverbs—“cheaply,” “slowly,” “quickly”—because these words tell how to fly, drive, or act.


Headline: Cook Organic, Think Holistic.



“Organic” and “holistic” are adjectives. To modify “cook” and “think,” you need adverbs that tell how: “organically” and “holistically.”

Pronoun Rule-Breakers (See pronouns.)


Ad: My Happy Cow Ice Cream and me were alone.



“My Happy Cow Ice Cream and me” is a compound subject. Change the objective pronoun “me” to the subjective pronoun “I.”


My Happy Cow Ice Cream and I were alone.



TIP: Omit “My Happy Cow Ice Cream and.” You wouldn’t say, “Me was alone.” Say, “I was alone.”

Punctuation Bloopers

Punctuation errors also abound in ad copy.


Ad: Best Doctor’s in the Business



“Doctors” is plural, not possessive. Don’t use apostrophes to pluralize.


TV show: Who Wants to Be a Millionaire



A question mark should follow “Millionaire.” It’s a question, not a statement.


Ad: A User Friendly Web Site for Your Business



The compound adjective “User-Friendly” comes before the noun “Web Site.” Use a hyphen.

ADVICE, ADVISE

“Advice” is a noun meaning “opinion or guidance.” “Advise” is a verb meaning “to give or offer advice.”


Alejandra needs your advice on raising orchids.

Ms. Linden advised the kindergarten parents to “read to your bunnies.”



I saw the Doo-Dah Parade on Oprah yesterday. (Not, seen—see here.)



AFFECT, EFFECT

[image: ]

“Affect” and “effect” have distinct meanings.

Affect

Think of “affect” as a verb when you mean “to influence.”


Pesticides negatively affect creatures living deep in the ocean.

Did apathetic voters affect the election?



As a noun, “affect” is a term used by psychologists:


Art’s sad affect brightened when he heard, “Surprise! Happy birthday!”



(Emphasize the first syllable: af´ fekt.)

Effect

Think of “effect” as a verb when you mean “to bring about.”


The new CEO effected sweeping changes at Swizzlesticks.com.



As a noun, “effect” means “result.”


Hawaii’s balmy climate has a relaxing effect on tourists.



(Say, “eh fekt´,” not “ee´ fekt.”)

MNEMONIC (MEMORY AID): “Affect” is usually a verb. “Effect” is usually a noun—remember the phrase “Now in effect.” This sounds a lot like “noun-effect” and can help you remember “effect” for its job as a noun.

AFFLUENT, EFFLUENT

“Affluent” (af´ loo ent) means “financially comfortable,” while “effluent” (ef´ loo ent) is the liquid from waste pipes or sewers.

There are not enough appetizers. (Not, There is or There’s [there is]—see here.)




Shaker Heights is an affluent neighborhood.

Dead goldfish often enter the effluent stream by way of the toilet.



Don’t switch these two words. Once, in a column about a wastewater treatment plant, an overly diligent copy editor incorrectly changed every “effluent” to “affluent,” with startling results:


The affluent swished through the grates into the holding tank.



AGREEMENT (See collective nouns; number; and person.)

Spouses, opposing politicians, and other pairings don’t always have to agree. (Fortunately!) But in the world of grammar, specific words must agree with other words. Here’s how:

Pronoun-Noun Agreement

(See nouns, and pronouns.)

Pronouns must agree in person (first, second, or third), number (singular or plural), and gender with the nouns they replace.


Former football star Refrigerator Perry (noun) likes his (pronoun) new job as a bricklayer.

[image: ] Right
Entertainers are performers. They play to the crowd.

[image: ] Wrong
An entertainer is a performer. They play to the crowd.

? Why?
Pronouns must agree with their subjects. “Entertainers” is plural: “They” play. “An entertainer” is singular: “He” or “she” plays.



[image: ]

It’s revolting! (Not, Its—see here.)



Pronoun-Antecedent Agreement

[image: ]

Which “she” is Dagwood’s son talking about? Kelly or Britney? If your reader is confused by which person your pronoun stands for, you have—in Grammarspeak—a “pronoun reference problem.” Be sure each pronoun you use refers to the closest noun before it.

A pronoun takes the place of a noun. The closest noun that comes before a pronoun is called its antecedent: literally, “what comes before.” Pronouns must agree with their antecedents in person and number.


The world’s Garlic Capital is Gilroy, California (singular noun). You’ll smell it (singular pronoun) miles away.

The guys (plural noun) met their (plural noun) dates at the mixer.



Indefinite Pronoun–Pronoun Agreement (See gender-inclusive language.)


[image: ] Right
Everybody must build his or her own sand castle.

[image: ] Wrong
Everybody must build their own sand castle.

? Why?
“Everybody” is singular, even though it may sound plural.



To agree, the pronoun following “everybody” must also be singular. If it’s a co-ed sand castle event, use “his or her.”

It used to be that the pronoun “his” covered both males and females. Today, people recognize the power of language and acknowledge females with the use of “his or her.”

Another fix is to use plural nouns instead of indefinite pronouns.


All contestants must build their own sand castles.



You’re our hero, President Carter. (Not, Your—see here.)



DID YOU KNOW? Some usage experts are also recognizing the plural “their” with the singular “everyone” and “everybody,” as used in the wrong example above, to avoid the awkward “his or her.” The Grammar Patrol recommends sticking with singular-singular or plural-plural forms for agreement.

Subject-Verb Agreement (See predicate nouns.)

Verbs must agree with their subjects in person and number.


[image: ] Right
Teri makes awesome bacon pie.

[image: ] Wrong
Teri make awesome bacon pie.

? Why?
The subject, “Teri,” is third person singular. To check which verb form to use, replace “Teri” with the pronoun “she.” Say, “She makes.” Add s to “make” in the third person singular form. (See verbs).




[image: ] Right
The first Latin Grammy Awards were held in Los Angeles.

[image: ] Wrong
The first Latin Grammy Awards was held in Los Angeles.

? Why?
The subject, “Latin Grammy Awards” is plural. Use the plural verb “were” to match the plural “awards.” If it were “Latin Grammy Awards ceremony,” you’d use the singular “was” to match the singular “ceremony.”



TIP: When a verb is hidden in a contraction, like “there’s” (for “there is”), remember the rules of agreement. Don’t say, “There’s Popsicles in the freezer.” That means, “There is Popsicles.” Say, “There are Popsicles” (often shortened to “There’re Popsicles” in casual speech). This applies to other contractions, such as “where’s” for “where is.”

Agreement with a Compound Subject

In sentences with a compound subject (two or more nouns joined by the conjunction “and”), the verb must be plural.


Red, white, and blue (compound subject) (plural verb) are the colors of the American flag. (They are.)

Siegfried and Roy (compound subject) (plural verb) attract huge crowds in Las Vegas. (They attract.)



Where is it? (Not, Where’s it at?—see here.)



THE BIG E: If the compound subject is a thing or a unit, make the verb singular.


Romeo and Juliet (compound subject) (singular verb) is by William Shakespeare.



(Why? Romeo and Juliet is one play. Use a singular verb.)

If you’re puzzled about compound subjects joined by “or,” see coordinating conjunctions.

ALLITERATION

Alliteration is the repetition of letters or sounds in words that are close together.


ten tall trumpeters    classy, competent, and cool



Effective in both poetry and prose, alliteration loses its allure with overuse.


Billy Bob bought beer for baseball buddies at Bubba’s Bar.



ALLUDE, ELUDE

“To allude” is “to refer to indirectly.” “To elude” is “to escape or avoid by daring or cunning.”


The con artist alluded to riches to be gained from a hot new dot-com.

The cat burglar eluded the police.



ALTAR, ALTER

An “altar” (a noun) is a table used in religious ceremonies. “To alter” (a verb) is “to change or adjust.”


The bride and groom cartwheeled away from the altar.

Who but Superman can alter the tide of fate?



AMONG, BETWEEN (See objective pronouns; phrasal verbs; and prepositions.)

Grammar guides used to call for using the preposition “between” with two people or things, and using the preposition “among” with more than two.

between dawn and dusk    among the four bass players

Frankenstein arrived with him and a werewolf. (Not, he—see here.)



While this rule is relaxing, do use “between” in one-to-one or direct relationships.


Choose a number between six and fifteen.

Oli’s life is a balancing act between work and tae kwon do.



Use “among” when the relationship is less specific, broader.


Divide the kumquats among the neighbors.

Among the many descendants of Johann Sebastian Bach, four became musicians.



When using “between,” which suggests two items, use “and,” not “or,” to connect the two words:


My fiancé said I could choose between Fiji and Fargo for our honeymoon. (Not, between Fiji or Fargo.)



TIP: “Amongst” is out of date. Don’t use “amongst” unless you are rewriting the Bible or some other ancient tome. (Likewise, avoid “whilst,” “amidst,” and “unbeknownst.”)

AMOUNT, NUMBER (See fewer, less.)

The words “amount” and “number” are easily confused. Use “amount” when referring to a quantity. Use “number” with things you can count.


After shoveling manure, Jasper needed a massive amount (not number) of cologne.

Mike and Greg can eat a larger amount (not number) of mashed potatoes than Paul Bunyan.

Tammy Belle had a number (not amount) of things to buy at the Piggly Wiggly.

Unfortunately, Dudley had consumed a large number (not amount) of prunes.



AMPERSAND

Some people call the ampersand ( & ) the “fancy ‘and.’ ” You see this symbol in names of companies, such as Lee & Low Books, Quick & Reilly, and Procter & Gamble. Names of law firms often include an ampersand and skip the serial comma: Olson, Noll & Drury. (There’s also Dewey, Cheetham & Howe, the infamous law firm touted by NPR’s zany Car Guys, Click and Clack.)


In writing, don’t use an ampersand as a shortcut for “and.” The same goes for book titles. Write Python and Anaconda, not Python & Anaconda.

DID YOU KNOW? Ampersands won’t work in either email or Internet addresses. For Internet access, Lee & Low Books becomes www.leeandlow.com. Barnes & Noble becomes www.barnesandnoble.com.

    ANACHRONISM, ACRONYM (See acronyms.)

An anachronism (eh nak´ kro nizm) is a chronological error, a mismatch in time. It means an implausible event that usually refers to an earlier era, such as Cleopatra having a Web site or William the Conqueror hopping into his private jet.

An acronym is an abbreviation that can be said as a word: WAC for Women’s Army Corps.

ANALOGY (See metaphors, and similes.)

Analogies compare objects or people, often with similar features. In speech or writing, analogies can help illustrate or describe.


Dr. Au made an analogy between a stomach and a food processor.

Beverly compared her high-strung client to a spirited racehorse.



AND, BUT

Remember the old grammar rule: “Never start a sentence with a conjunction”? Today, it’s perfectly acceptable to begin sentences with “and,” “but,” or other conjunctions like “for,” “or,” or “nor,” especially for quick emphasis. (No comma follows “and” or “but” when used at the beginning of a sentence.)


The Boston Pops’s Keith Lockhart loves conducting. And it shows.

Painters don’t dress up when they work. But why would they?



ANECDOTE, ANTIDOTE

An anecdote is a short tale about an event, often funny. An antidote relieves or counteracts.

Colleen entertains better than I. (Not, me—see here.)




[image: ] Right
Today, a crystal ball seems the only antidote to economic woes.

[image: ] Wrong
Today, a crystal ball seems the only anecdote to economic woes.

? Why?
While the laughter of a funny tale (“anecdote”) might cheer you up, don’t try it as the remedy (“antidote”) for your money troubles.



ANXIOUS, EAGER

“Anxious” means “worried or distressed.” Think of the word “anxiety.” “Eager” is “keenly interested, impatiently longing.”


I’m anxious about my test score. (worried)

I’m eager to find out my test score. (keenly interested)



TIP: “Anxious” is usually followed by “for” or “about.” “Eager” is usually followed by “to.”

ANYWAY, ANYWAYS (See substandard words.)

“Anyway” means “in any case” or “in any way whatever.” “Anyways” is substandard. Avoid it.


I tried the rattlesnake meat anyway.



APOSTROPHES (See contractions, and possessives.)

[image: ]



Are our children learning? (Not, Is—see here.)



Apostrophes ( ’ ) do several jobs. Use apostrophes:


[image: ] To replace missing letters in contractions or surnames.




do + not = don’t

you + are = you’re

would + not = wouldn’t

Rosie O’Donnell is a champion for children’s rights. (The apostrophe replaces the letter f in “of”—“of Donnell.”)




[image: ] To replace missing numerals or letters.




The class of ’05 [2005]

Newspaper headline: “Ol’ Coots Still Have Right Stuff in Space Cowboys”




[image: ] To show possession.
Nouns show possession or ownership with the addition of an apostrophe.




an astronaut’s view of earth

Janelle’s favorite flowers



DID YOU KNOW? The top two apostrophe bloopers are switching the pairs “it’s” and “its” and “your” and “you’re.” “It’s” and “you’re” are contractions. “Its” and “your” are possessive pronouns.


[image: ] Wrong
The Yacht Club held it’s yearly regatta. (Should be the possessive “its.”)

[image: ] Wrong
Billboard: Slow down unless your planning to become a hood ornament. (Should be the contraction “you’re,” for “you are.”)




[image: ] To form plurals of lowercase letters.





	Mind your p’s and q’s.
	Dot your i’s and cross your t’s.




[image: ] To form plurals of abbreviations with periods or abbreviations formed with capitals if the meaning is unclear without the apostrophe.





	M.A.’s
	Ph.D.’s
	SOS’s




(SOS would read “SOSs” without the apostrophe.)



The feisty jockey’s nickname is “Spitfire.” (Not, “Spitfire”.—see here.)



DID YOU KNOW? It used to be that you routinely showed plurals of numbers and abbreviations with an apostrophe. Times are changing. Today, if the meaning is clear, the plurals of dates, numbers, and combinations of capital letters do not require an apostrophe, though some people do still use them.


Steam changed the world in the 1800s (not 1800’s).

Save all 1099s (not 1099’s) for preparing your income tax return.

We tried three ATMs (not ATM’s).



Likewise, IPOs, CEOs, JPEGs, and PDFs.

Apostrophe Don’ts


[image: ] Do not use apostrophes to form plurals of nouns.





	balloons (not balloon’s)
	the Smiths (not the Smith’s)




[image: ] Do not use apostrophes to make pronouns possessive. (See pronouns, Chart 3.)



Resist the urge to slip apostrophes into pronouns just to prove you know that apostrophes are used to make nouns possessive. Never use these forms:



	her’s
	our’s
	it’s


	your’s
	their’s
	 



Pronouns have specific forms that show possession: my, your, her, his, its, our, their. These are the correct possessive pronouns:



	hers
	ours
	its


	yours
	theirs
	 



TIP: Beware! Don’t ever write “its’.” The apostrophe never goes at the end of “its.”


Yours are the best photos of the shuttle liftoff.

I ordered the pickled beets—the oxtail omelette was hers.

I traded my car for theirs.



Take it from the Grammar Patrol. Do not put an apostrophe in the possessive word “its.” “It’s” is never a possessive pronoun. Use “it’s” only when you mean the contraction “it is.” We’ll say it again, but this four-word mnemonic (memory aid) works: Possessive “its” never splits!

Florists take romance seriously. (Not, serious—see here.)



THE BIG E: Dare we mention one teensy exception? The pronoun “one” is indefinite, so you do add ’s to show possession: one’s.


When choosing a mate, one must hold to one’s standards.



ONE LAST APOSTROPHE TIP: Ninety-nine percent of the time, you’ll see apostrophes in contractions or to show possession. In rare cases, you use apostrophes to make nouns plural if your reader would be confused without the ’s.

For instance, when you write the plural of “do and don’t” as “dos and don’ts,” the meaning of “dos” is clear—it’s the plural of the word “do.” But if the word “dos” appears alone and without the apostrophe, it could be confusing. It could be read as DOS (rhymes with “boss”) for “disk operating system” or “dos” (rhymes with “shoes”) for the plural of “do.” When the word “dos” appears alone, an apostrophe makes it clearer: Jen and John said their “I do’s” in February.

APPOSITIVES

Think of appositives as renamers: nouns or noun phrases that describe a noun or pronoun.


Oscar de la Hoya, boxing’s singing Golden Boy, has a match this Saturday.



The appositive “boxing’s singing Golden Boy” describes, or renames, the proper noun “Oscar de la Hoya.”

Nonessential Appositives

When appositives follow the noun or pronoun they describe, use commas to separate them from the rest of the sentence. Such appositives set off information that is not essential (nonessential) to the sense of the sentence. (In Grammarspeak, “nonrestrictive.”)


Kit Kat, Andrea’s beloved cat, rules the house. (Kit Kat still rules the house, whether he belongs to Andrea or not.)

Nikki Giovanni, a highly regarded poet, speaks at Harvard today.



You may also use em dashes or parentheses to set the appositive apart.


Pearl—the Koemptgens’ pet squirrel—stuffs peanuts in her cheeks.

Montreal (Canada’s second largest city) is cold in the winter.



Café Flour Power showcased its new torte. (Not, it’s—see here.)



Essential Appositives

When the appositive restricts or limits the noun it renames, use no commas. These appositive phrases are needed (essential). They give specific meaning to the words they describe. Often, essential appositives come before the noun they are describing. (In Grammarspeak, these appositives are “restrictive”: They restrict the meaning of the noun.)


The romantic comedy (appositive) Pretty Woman (noun) made Julia Roberts famous.

The late blues singer (appositive) Alberta Hunter (noun) sang that song.

The thriller movie (appositive) The Bone Collector (noun) gave Marco nightmares.



Appositives with Family Names

The wicket gets stickier when it comes to family members. (Why aren’t we surprised?) Let’s assume you have three brothers.


My brother George adores artichokes.



If you just said, “My brother likes artichokes,” without George’s name, we wouldn’t know which of your three brothers loves artichokes. (The information is essential, so there’s no comma.)

Now, imagine you have one sister.


My sister, Betty, bakes great pumpkin pies.



You could say, “My sister bakes great pumpkin pies,” without the word “Betty,” because we know who you mean, even without her name. The name “Betty” is nonessential, so it’s enclosed in commas. (If you had other sisters, you’d need to name the pumpkin pie expert: The name would be essential.)

APPRAISE, APPRISE

“To appraise” is “to set a value on.” “To apprise” is “to inform.”


Lou appraised the Lionel train sets.

The captain apprised the romance cruise passengers of rough seas ahead.



Ted and Tisha’s van was stolen. (Not, Ted’s and Tisha’s—see here.)



ARTICLES (See percent, percentage.)

[image: ]



The words “the,” “a,” and “an” are articles. They work as adjectives, modifying nouns. Their pronunciation changes depending on the word that follows the article.

The

“The” is a definite article: It points to a specific noun.


[image: ] Pronounce “the” as “thuh” before words that start with a consonant sound.




the (“thuh”) theater

the (“thuh”) Monopoly game

the (“thuh”) beach ball




[image: ] Pronounce “the” as “thee” before words that start with a vowel sound.




the (“thee”) inchworm

the (“thee”) eight ball

the (“thee”) honor (You hear the vowel sound of the o, not the unvoiced beginning h.)

the (“thee”) Olympic games



A or An?

The words “a” and “an” are indefinite articles: They are general, not specific.



	a hotel in France
	an uncle



Bill’s and Alma’s tubas collided. (Not, Bill and Alma’s—see here.)



[image: ] Use “a” before words or abbreviations that start with a consonant sound.




a mango

a kangaroo

a historian (Pronounce the h.) (See historic, historical.)

a Lexus

a YMCA fund-raiser

a ukulele (It starts with a “y” sound—a consonant.)

Pronounce “a” as “uh,” unless you are emphasizing.

“I said you could have

a cookie!” shouted Jessica. (Jessica meant one cookie, not six. The a rhymes with “day.”)




[image: ] Use “an” before words that start with a vowel sound.





	an iMac
	an umbrella
	an ostrich egg


	an attaché case
	an August moon
	an emperor penguin



Also use “an” with words beginning with a consonant that makes a vowel sound.


an hour (You hear the vowel sound of the o, not the beginning h.)



With abbreviations, use “an” if the first letter has a vowel sound.


an FBI agent (but a Federal Bureau of Investigation agent)

an NCTE member (but a National Council of Teachers of English member)

an SASE (but a self-addressed stamped envelope)

an RSVP card (but a response card)



“A” and “The” before the Word “Number”

When the article “a” appears before the singular noun “number,” use a plural verb.


A (article) number of Dallas Cowboys fans have (plural verb) season tickets. (They have.)



When “the” appears before the word “number,” use a singular verb.


Shania Twain’s new album is hot; the (article) number sold is 26 million. (It is.) (singular verb)



Sabah helps whoever calls. (Not, whomever—see here.)



AS, LIKE (See metaphors; prepositions; similes.)


Life is like a box of chocolates.

—Forrest Gump



“As” and “like” are both prepositions. They compare one thing to another, forming a simile. What follows “like” or “as” is the object of the preposition. “As” can also be a conjunction.

“As” and “Like” as Prepositions


glamorous as (preposition) a movie star (object of a preposition)

scary as (preposition) a black widow spider (object of a preposition)

ugly as (preposition) green slime (object of a preposition)

fits like (preposition) a glove (object of a preposition)

sounded like (preposition) a politician (object of a preposition)

moves like (preposition) a dancer (object of a preposition)



“As” as a Conjunction

Besides working as a preposition, “as” plays another role: as a conjunction, a connector. When used as a conjunction, a clause, containing a subject and a verb, follows “as.”


“Kick it up a notch!” says Emeril Lagasse as he adds hot peppers (conjunction) (clause).

As the World Turns (conjunction) (clause) is Nan’s favorite show.

(In the show’s title, “as” is a conjunction introducing the clause “the world turns.”)

Dirk talked finances as I trimmed his toenails (conjunction) (clause).



The Lotto jackpot was bigger than expected. (Not, more bigger—see here.)



Don’t use “like” as a conjunction.


[image: ] Right
As I said, martial arts guru Billy Blanks is an exercise fanatic.

[image: ] Wrong
Like I said, martial arts guru Billy Blanks is an exercise fanatic.

? Why?
“As I said” is a clause that starts with the conjunction “as.” “Like” is a preposition, not a conjunction: It can’t introduce a clause. Instead, use “as.”



TIP: Use the preposition “like” with nouns and noun phrases. Use the conjunction “as” with verbs and clauses. (Conjunctions introduce clauses, and clauses contain verbs.) Don’t follow the preposition “like” with a verb. Instead of, “I voted like I did last time,” say, “I voted as I did last time.” Use “as” because the verb “did” follows it.

AS IF, AS THOUGH

“As if” and “as though” are interchangeable. Either phrase can signal that a clause follows.


Bill Cosby acted as if he knew me (clause)!

It looks as though juggling lessons are in your future (clause).



TIP: The term “as if” can also usher in the subjunctive. (See subjunctive mood.)


[image: ] Right
Trixie bought shoes as if she were Imelda Marcos.

[image: ] Wrong
Trixie bought shoes as if she was Imelda Marcos.

? Why?
Trixie is not the shoe-loving Imelda Marcos. Don’t write “as if she was.” Use the subjunctive “were.”



ASTERISKS (See bullets.)

“Asterisk” is Greek for “little star.” An asterisk ( * ) by a word, phrase, graph, or chart leads readers to additional information.

Your Pekingese terrifies my Rottweiler. (Not, You’re —see here.)




Stock ownership in home-repair companies has risen 7 percent yearly over the decade* Do-it-yourselfers and “fixer” homes are the driving forces…




*With the exception of a 10 percent drop in 2001.



The trickiest thing about an asterisk is how to say it. Say, “aster” (like the flower) plus “isk,” not “ick.” “Aster-isk.” Think, “risk an asterisk.”

TIP: In advertising, contracts, and credit card agreements, asterisks often lead you to must-read (but often unreadable!) details found in the fine print.

ATTAIN, OBTAIN

“To attain” is “to accomplish or gain,” or “to reach through time.” “To obtain” is “to get or acquire.”


Tomás has attained the ultimate in wood-working accolades.

To obtain entry to the estate, Jason had to get past four pit bulls.



A WHILE, AWHILE

Both “a while” and “awhile” mean “for a short time.” The difference is easy. Use the single word “awhile” unless it follows a preposition—in that case, make it two: “a while.”


Let’s chat awhile.

Let’s chat for a while (preposition).



Where are my Ripplin’ Red lures? (Not, Where’s [where is]—see here.)



B

BESIDE, BESIDES

The preposition “beside” means “at the side” or “near.”


Kalie sat beside Bill at the Square Lake picnic.



The preposition “besides” means “also,” “in addition to,” “except for,” or “other than.”


Besides her sister Brianna, Marissa has two brothers, Johnny and Mike.



BOLDFACE

Like electric green hair, boldface stands out. Avoid using boldface in everyday writing or regular text. Your words, not the typeface, should make your point. Graphic designers find boldface useful for mastheads, headlines, titles, headings, and subheadings.

Boldface can also make computer commands stand out.


To force-quit a Macintosh application that appears to be frozen, press command + option + escape.



BOTH, EACH

The indefinite pronouns “both” and “each” can be used as adjectives or pronouns.

Both


“Both” applies to two people or things. Look for a plural verb with “both,” whether it’s an adjective or a pronoun.




Both (adjective) Steve Jobs and Donald Duck like (plural verb) bow ties. (They like.)

When Leticia and Malik do aerobics, both (pronoun) wear (plural verb) sequins. (They wear.)



Each


“Each” applies to one person or thing: Think “each one” or “every single one.” When “each” is used as a pronoun, use a singular verb.


Each (adjective) Rose Bowl float is (singular verb) unique. (It is.)

Each (pronoun) gets (singular verb) a Tootsie Roll. (He or she gets.)



    It’s time for Liz and me to build a snowman. (Not, I—see here.)

    

If the pronoun “each” appears after a plural noun, make the verb plural.


The Bearskin Lodge cabins (plural noun) each (pronoun) have (plural verb) a fireplace. (They have.)



BOTH, EACH OTHER

Using the phrases “both” and “each other” in the same sentence is redundant. Instead of, “Both men congratulated each other on their fishing skills,” say, “The men congratulated each other on their fishing skills.”


[image: ] Right
Brian Williams mentioned both of you.

[image: ] Wrong
Brian Williams mentioned the both of you.

? Why?
Don’t use the article “the” with “both.”



BRACKETS (See also italics.)

Brackets ( [ ] ) enclose added information or an explanation. Use brackets:


[image: ] To enclose sic, meaning “thus” or “so.” What sic tells the reader is, “this is not our error; it was written this way.”




The student wrote, “President Kennedy was assassinated in 1964 [sic].” (The correct year is 1963.)

Sven’s cat Mugsie prefers makral [sic] to anchovies. (Should be “mackerel.”)




[image: ] To add omitted information in a direct quotation.




“I’m building my Fairmont [West Virginia] mansion on Pinchgut Hollow Road,” gushed Daisy May.




[image: ] To clarify.




Westley told his true love [Buttercup], “As you wish.”




[image: ] To show parenthetical information inside parentheses.




Fine and Josephson could only laugh when reviewers misspelled their first grammar title as Nitty-Gritty Grammer. (Nitty-Gritty Grammar [Ten Speed Press, 1998]).



Snails-to-Go is closing its doors forever. (Not, it’s—see here.)



BRING, TAKE

We dedicate this section to Tom and Ray Magliozzi, NPR’s venerable Car Guys, who dispense equal parts humor and automotive advice. “Bring” and “take” remain a challenge for these nutty hosts.

“Bring” and “take” are often mistakenly switched. “Bring” shows action toward the speaker. “Take” shows action away from the speaker. Use the “come, go” analogy. “Bring” is like “come.” “Take” is like “go.” Instead of, “Bring ear plugs to next week’s All-State Drummer Competition,” say, “Take ear plugs.” (You’re not at the Drummer Competition; you’re just reading about it. You will “go” to the competition; you’re not there now.)


[image: ] Right
Take this toilet paper to the outhouse.

[image: ] Wrong
Bring this toilet paper to the outhouse.

? Why?
The person making the request is not in the outhouse at the moment. Use “take.”



Usually the error comes in using “bring” for “take.” You wouldn’t hear, “Please take me some eggs.”


If your toaster breaks, take (not bring) it in for service. (You’re not at the toaster repair shop. “Go,” not “come,” to the shop.)

Chelsea takes (not brings) Prissy to see the vet weekly. (She’s not at the vet’s now. “Go,” not “come,” to the vet’s.)

I’m taking (not bringing) a speech draft to Senator Feinstein. (You’re not with her at the moment. “Go,” not “come,” to her office.)

Jeeves will bring (not take) the Jaguar here after the tea. (Jeeves’s action is toward the tea drinkers. Jeeves will “come here,” not “go there.”)



TIP: Ask, “Are you there?” or “Am I there?” If so, use “bring.” If not, use “take.”

BRITICISMS (BRITISHISMS)

We still use words or phrases borrowed from the British, but in the United States, their meanings, spellings, or usage may have changed. These Briticisms (Brit´ ih siz imz) can be intriguing and give insight into our language.

The effects of Sadie’s fifteen-bean soup last for hours. (Not, affects—see here.)



Word Meanings



	American
	British

	apartment
	flat


	cookie
	biscuit


	elevator
	lift


	French fries
	chips


	private boarding school
	public school


	spool of thread
	reel of cotton


	subway
	underground, tube


	thumbtack
	drawing pin


	truck
	lorry


	sweater
	jumper


Pronunciation

Pronunciation differs, too. Examples:



	 

	American

	British



	schedule

	(sked´ jool)

	(shed´ yool)



	leisure

	(leezh´ er)

	(lehzh´ er)





Punctuation

In American English, commas and periods appear inside the quotation (“ .” or “,”); in British English, they appear outside (“ ”. or “ ”,). Other British variations: a greater use of hyphens, unspaced ellipses, and the use of single quotes for double quotes and vice versa.

Spelling

The most notorious British spellings are the final re and our and the doubled l. In British English, it’s theatre, humour, and cancelled; in American English, theater, humor, and canceled. In British English, it’s aeroplane, armour, centre, harbour, honour, and traveller; in American English, the words are spelled airplane, armor, center, harbor, honor, and traveler.

Another difference is the British use of c for s and s for c or z, in words like dramatise and licence. The American words are dramatize and license.

There are also variations in English in Australia. Some samples:



	American
	Australian

	barbecue grill
	barbie


	friend
	mate


	trash can
	wheely bin



Her majesty ordered embossed stationery. (Not, stationary—see here.)



BULLETS (See asterisks.)

In lists, bullets (•) highlight important points and let readers scan material quickly. Introduce a bulleted list with a colon.

There are different ways to format bullets. Whichever method you choose, be consistent. Don’t mix formats within a single list or document.

In this example, each bullet starts with an order, the imperative mood of the verb—“make,” “be,” and “put”:


• Make each point parallel.

• Be concise.

• Put a period at the end of each statement if starting with capitals or if the bulleted items complete a sentence begun above the list.

• Make bulleted lists easier to read, indenting them slightly farther to the right than your paragraph indentation (as shown).



Another approach is to use semicolons at the end of each statement, add “and” before the last item on the list, and end the bulleted list with a period. Some lists with headers have no punctuation marks after bulleted items.


Classic Clothing Labels:

• Gucci

• Celine

• Loewe

• Louis Vuitton

• Ann Taylor



C

CALVARY, CAVALRY

Calvary (Cal´ vuh ree—say the l) is a historic site near Jerusalem. The word “cavalry” (cav´ uhl ree) means military troops who ride on horseback or in motorized vehicles. Be careful pronouncing these two.


Kathleen made a pilgrimage to Calvary.

Major Poulet called in the cavalry.



Things look bad on the Fashion Fest runway. (Not, badly—see here.)



CAN, MAY

[image: ]


Can? May? There’s a difference.


[image: ] Right
May I have that last raspberry cream truffle?

[image: ] Wrong
Can I have that last raspberry cream truffle?

? Why?
“May” asks permission and expresses courtesy: “Is it all right with you if I take the last truffle?” (Yes, but Miss Manners would be greatly displeased.) “Can” expresses ability. (Of course it’s possible to take a truffle, but that’s not what you’re asking.)

I can throw the discus four hundred feet.

May I take you to the Sting concert?



DID YOU KNOW: When teamed with another verb, “may” also indicates possibility.


Baby Benjamin may talk soon.



CAPITALS

Use capital letters:


[image: ] For the pronoun “I”: It is I.

[image: ] To begin a sentence, unquoted or quoted.




Crimson paint spilled on the white carpet.

“One could do worse than be a swinger of birches,” is the last line of Robert Frost’s famous poem “Birches.”



“I have to lie down,” said Dagwood. (Not, lay—see here.)




[image: ] For the first, last, and all other words—except prepositions, articles (“a,” “an,” “the”), conjunctions, and the “to” of infinitives—of titles of articles, books, journals, magazines, movies, plays, poems, and radio and television shows and series.




Article: “Ford SUV to Challenge Jeep Wrangler” (Note lowercase t on “to.”)

Book: No Such Thing as a Bad Day (Hamilton Jordan)

Journal: School Library Journal

Magazine: In Style (The preposition “in” is the first word in this title.)

Movie: Autumn in New York

Play: Two Gentlemen of Verona (William Shakespeare)

Poem: “Genie in a Jar” (Nikki Giovanni)

Radio and TV shows and series: Prairie Home Companion, Boston Legal




[image: ] With proper nouns.
A second grader once told the Grammar Patrol that a proper noun is “a fancy noun that gets a capital.” He was exactly right. Proper nouns are specific, not general. Capitalize the first letter of proper nouns.



Proper nouns include:


[image: ] The days of the week, months, and holidays; specific people; or groups, things, buildings, companies, organizations, and schools.





	Sunday
	August


	Valentine’s Day
	Johnny Mathis


	Backstreet Boys
	Bolshoi Ballet


	Toyota Camry
	Hotel Del Coronado


	Hollywood Bowl
	Pfizer


	Amnesty International
	Baseball Hall of Fame


	DreamWorks
	Stanford University


	Elton John AIDS Foundation
	Andrew Shue’s Do Something Foundation



THE BIG E: Sometimes artists break the capitalization rules. The name of singer k. d. lang appears without capitals. Until the mid-30s, poet Edward Estlin Cummings wrote his name as “e e cummings” (no capitals and no periods). Unconventional spelling and punctuation also marked his writing.

Bette plays better with decent clubs. (Not, more better—see here.)




[image: ] Historical events, documents, or government programs.





	Gettysburg Address
	Persian Gulf War


	Bicentennial
	Emancipation Proclamation


	Civil Rights Act of 1964
	Medicare


	Social Security Administration
	




[image: ] People’s titles.
Capitalize civil, religious, military, and professional titles when they appear right before a person’s name. If the title follows the name, don’t capitalize the title. If a title appears without the name of a person, do not capitalize it.




• Civil titles




President Adams
John Adams, president of the United States the president of the United States




• Religious titles
Capitalization of titles varies among different religions and denominations. Some examples:




    Rabbi Benno Scheinberg, the rabbi
the Reverend Grayson Clary
William Tully, rector of St. Bartholomew’s




• Military and professional titles




    Chief of Surgery, Dr. Sujan Wong
Dr. Sujan Wong, chief of Surgery
General George S. Patton




   Some titles, such as “Speaker of the House,” are always capitalized, with or without the person’s name. Use capitals for titles and nicknames for people whose names appear in popular culture.




Fans once called Britney Spears the “Queen of Teen.”




[image: ] Names of companies and academic departments, even when they appear after a person’s title.




    Jenni Prisk, president of Prisk Communication
Ron Josephson, professor of Foods and Nutrition



Gryffindor swept the Quidditch finals. (Not, sweeped —see here.)




[image: ] Family names.




    Aunt Ruth Nelson (but my aunt, Ruth Nelson)
          Mother (but her mother, Gertrude Wigginton)
Grandfather Hope (but his paternal grandfather, Norman Hope)




[image: ] Seasons.
Seasons are not capitalized: “summer,” “fall,” “winter,” “spring.”




In the summer, the Dowlers head for Hawaii.




   In academic settings, when seasons denote specific semesters, use a capital letter:





	Fall 2005
	Summer 2006




[image: ] Religions and holy books, holy days, and words for a Supreme Being.





	Islam
	Talmud


	Judaism
	Bible


	Christianity
	Koran


	Passover
	God


	Christmas
	Buddha


	Ramadan
	Allah




[image: ] Geographic regions.





	New England
	the Pacific Northwest


	the Far East
	the South




   Do not capitalize directions: 50 miles north of Atlanta.

[image: ] Languages.




Mona speaks Farsi.

Instructions for this computer are in Japanese, English, German, and French.




[image: ] Names of computer programs.





	Adobe Acrobat
	Internet Explorer


	Flash
	Microsoft Word


	PowerPoint
	Quicken



You’re camping in Antarctica? (Not, Your—see here.)




[image: ] Book series and editions.
Capitalize titles of book series and editions. Use lowercase letters for the words “series” and “edition.”




Gary Paulsen’s Culpepper Adventure series
large-type Reader’s Digest edition



DID YOU KNOW? In naming eras or geologic time periods, don’t capitalize the word “era,” “period,” or “times.”


    Jurassic era
medieval times (but the Middle Ages)
Tertiary period



CAREEN, CAREER

“To careen” is “to lurch or swerve; to tip to the side.” As a verb, “to career” is “to move at full speed.” (As a noun, “career” means “profession.”)


The Ferrari careened into the cantaloupe stand.

Lucky Day careered past Born to Win to take first place by a nose.



CASE (See pronouns.)

Nouns and pronouns have “case.” They can be subjective (in Grammarspeak, “nominative”), objective, or possessive. “Subjective” nouns and pronouns are used as subjects. “Objective” nouns and pronouns are used as the objects of verbs or prepositions. “Possessive” nouns and pronouns are used to show ownership. The case you use depends on the job the word does in a sentence.

CHOOSE, CHOSE

“Choose” is a present-tense verb meaning “to select or decide.” “Chose,” meaning “selected” or “decided,” is the past tense of “choose.” The past participle is “chosen.”


Last week, I had chosen fettuccine Alfredo.

Yesterday, I chose a banana split.

Today, I choose carrots.



Deedee and I saddled up. (Not, myself—see here.)



CLAUSES (See also conjunctions; phrases; and predicate.)


If you haven’t got anything nice to say about anybody, come sit next to me.

—Alice Roosevelt Longworth



Clauses can be independent or dependent. This famous quotation from Teddy Roosevelt’s irascible, eldest daughter has both a dependent and an independent clause.

A clause is a group of related words with both a subject and a predicate.

Independent Clauses

Independent clauses contain both a subject and a predicate and can stand on their own as complete sentences. No extra words or phrases are needed for readers to understand an independent clause: It forms a complete thought. (In Grammarspeak, independent clauses may be called “main clauses.”) Independent clauses make sense, even if they are only two words long.


People (subject) notice (predicate).



Here are some longer independent clauses:


I (subject) can get to work quickly (predicate).

The wolf (subject) howled at the moon (predicate).



Independent clauses are often linked with other clauses by conjunctions, such as “because,” “since,” “for,” and “but.”


I celebrated with cheese pizza because my cholesterol went down.



Dependent Clauses

Dependent clauses (in Grammarspeak, called “subordinate clauses”) contain a subject and a verb, but are not complete sentences. Words in a dependent clause give more information about a main clause. Dependent clauses cannot stand alone. They depend on a main clause to make sense.

Here are some dependent clauses:



	when I take BART
	which was shining brightly


	what you wear
	whoever hired Chris Erskine



Terry plays Boggle with Jeannie and me. (Not, I—see here.)



Dependent Clauses as Different Parts of Speech

Dependent clauses do different jobs. When combined with independent clauses, dependent clauses can act as adverbs, adjectives, nouns, or the objects of prepositions.

The independent and dependent clause examples on this page can be combined to create sentences like these:


When I take BART (dependent clause—adverb), I can get to work quickly (independent clause).

The wolf howled at the moon (independent clause), which was shining brightly. (dependent clause—adjective)

People notice (independent clause) what you wear (dependent clause—noun).

I tip my hat (independent clause) to whoever hired L.A. Times columnist Chris Erskine (dependent clause—object of preposition).



Clauses can also be essential (restrictive) or nonessential (nonrestrictive). (For tips on punctuating these clauses, see that, which, here.)

TIP: Don’t confuse dependent clauses with phrases. While dependent clauses do have both a subject and a predicate, phrases don’t have both.

CLICHÉS

Clichés are expressions that have been used so often they have become trite:



	right as rain
	black as night
	pretty as a picture


	cunning as a fox
	bald as a billiard ball
	neat as a pin


	pearls of wisdom
	roll off the tongue
	smooth as butter



Avoid clichés like the plague! Find fresh ways to describe things.

COLLECTIVE NOUNS (See nouns.)

Collective nouns describe persons or things that act as a single unit. Here are some examples: assembly, audience, band, class, committee, corps, crew, crowd, faculty, family, flock, group, jury, nation, pair, panel, pod, press, series, set. A prepositional phrase with a plural object often follows the collective noun.

A pod of whales (collective noun)(prepositional phrase) swam past.

Lee showed us her mementos of Africa. (Not, momentos—see here.)



Collective nouns usually take singular verbs. To check your verb form, substitute the singular pronoun “it” for the collective noun.


The faculty (collective noun) votes (singular verb) tomorrow. (It votes.)

The crew (collective noun) dances (singular verb) a jig. (It dances.)

The Hughes family (collective noun) often travels (singular verb). (It travels.)

The flock (collective noun) of geese flies (singular verb) in perfect formation. (It flies.)



TIP: Corporations act like collective nouns, even if the company’s name is plural. Although a specific company may have many employees, you should refer to it as a single entity.


Merck (singular noun) manufactures (singular verb) a drug to treat osteoporosis. (It manufactures.)

Brinkley Brothers (singular noun) sells (singular verb) lottery tickets. (It sells.)



THE BIG E: Sometimes collective nouns don’t act as a unit. They take singular or plural verbs, depending on what follows. Use a singular verb if the collective noun is acting together as a group. Use a plural verb if group members act independently as individuals.


Singular:
The panel (collective noun) voted (singular verb) to fund the new stadium. (It voted.)

Plural:
The panel (collective noun) of doctors were (plural verb) not of one mind.
(Each doctor had a differing opinion. They were.)

Singular:
The couple (collective noun) wants (singular verb) matching “Born to Be Wild” tattoos. (It wants.)

Plural:
A couple (collective noun) of days are needed (plural verb) to distress my new jeans.
(They are needed.)



    It sounds as if Chlöe loves singing. (Not, like—see here.)



These collective nouns are the most frequent switch-hitters: couple, majority, number, percent, press, and total. Let the words that follow collective nouns and the meanings of the sentences help you decide whether the verb is singular or plural.

COLONS

Colons ( : ) signal that information, an explanation, or a long quotation lies ahead. Put one space after a colon.


Flash from humorist Dave Barry: “A group of psychology researchers has made the breakthrough discovery that—prepare to be astounded—males and females are different.”



Use a colon:


[image: ] After a business letter greeting.




Dear Mr. Spielberg:




[image: ] To introduce a list.




That year, three names dominated U.S. track and field: Maurice Green, Michael Johnson, and Marion Jones.

Political campaigns are always the same: flag waving, baby smooching, and lofty speeches. (No capital on “flag.”)




[image: ] Before an explanation.




Remember this Murphy’s Law: Any empty horizontal surface will be piled high within minutes.




[image: ] With a long quotation.




Los Angeles Times columnist Roy Rivenberg made this observation in his article “The Bumbling Gourmet”: “Although I told my panel of reviewers that snarky comments would make this article funnier, they insisted everything was first-rate.”



Capitalize the first letter of a full quotation or of any complete sentence that follows a colon.


[image: ] To show time.




Madame Solombra reads palms daily from 3:30 to 11:30 P.M.

Driver interviews at Cam-Mar Growers start at 8:30 A.M.



We have hardly any Tootsie Rolls left. (Not, don’t have hardly—see here.)




[image: ] To indicate a subtitle of a book.




Mother Jones: Fierce Fighter for Workers’ Rights

Soujourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol



Do not use a colon:


[image: ] After “such as.” (Do put a comma before “such as.”)




Courageous leaders, such as Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela, guided South Africa’s transition from apartheid. (Not, leaders: such as Desmond Tutu.)

Include life’s necessities, such as belly laughs, naps, and a spicy novel. (Not, necessities: such as belly laughs.)




[image: ] Between a verb and its object.




Rodrigo danced (verb) the rumba, fox trot (direct object), and samba.

(Not, danced: the rumba.)

The three top teams were (verb) Michigan, Penn State, and Wisconsin (object complement).

(Not, top teams were: Michigan.)




[image: ] Between a preposition and its object.




Send petty-cash memos to (preposition) Gates, Turner, and Trump (object of the preposition).

(Not, to: Gates.)



COMMAS

A comma ( , ) signals a pause, as if taking a breath. Put one space after a comma. Use this versatile punctuation mark:


[image: ] To separate an introductory word or phrase from the rest of the sentence. (See conjunctions as adverbs.)
With introductory phrases, sources differ as to whether or not to use a comma. Some experts say to use a comma after one or two words; others say three or more. Sometimes the comma is needed for clarity.




Moreover, you can’t wear knee socks with a rhinestone gown.



Are stocks more risky than Blackjack? (Not, more riskier—see here.)




At first, Shanna thought Arturo looked like a Greek god.

After swimming laps, Evelyn took a shower.

As Tippi Hedren’s daughter, Melanie Griffith knew the Hollywood scene.




[image: ] To indicate direct address, when someone is speaking to someone else.




Give me those See’s Candies right now, Arthur!




[image: ] To signal a change of subject or action.




Lady Alona slew the dragon, polished her nails, then took a nap.




[image: ] To separate two independent clauses joined by a conjunction.




Bernardo loved to eat, and his ample girth showed it.




[image: ] To separate spoken words from the rest of the sentence.




“The camel ride to the pyramids begins at dawn,” our guide told us.




[image: ] To separate two adjectives that modify the same noun. (See also compound adjectives.)




Ashley Judd has a spirited, friendly personality.

The automated, fast-moving assembly line outpaced the robot.




[image: ] To separate words that signal that an example is coming.




[image: ] Use a comma before (but not after) “such as” or “like” when a list with commas follows:




I love Thai food, such as pad thai, coconut soup, and spring rolls.

He feeds the large zoo animals, like elephants, rhinos, and hippos.




[image: ] Use a comma before and after “as in,” “namely,” and “that is.”




Marty knows his food groups, as in, chocolate, ice cream, and cookies.

Two veteran interviewers, namely, Tim Russert and Larry King, ranked highly among listeners.

Use common sense in the wilderness, that is, don’t take risks.



The Mighty Ducks moved toward a winning season. (Not, towards—see here.)




[image: ] To separate items in a series with serial commas. (See legal writing.)




A serial comma is one used before “and” or “or” in a series of more than two words.


The Gipsy Kings have roots in France, North Africa, Spain, and India.

Networking Ad: “The Best Way to Motivate, Entice, or Schmooze.”





Should you use serial commas? Sources differ. The Grammar Patrol likes serial commas for the clarity they provide. Although newspapers and magazines often don’t use serial commas, we recommend them in formal writing.


[image: ] Don’t use a comma when the words “and” or “or” separate each item in a series.




My favorite ice cream flavors are Chocolate Heaven and Cherry Garcia and Chunky Monkey.




[image: ] In names of law firms, serial commas are often omitted.




Bartholomew, Horton & Oobleck




    The meaning is clear without the comma.



More Comma Clues


[image: ] When an independent clause comes first, don’t use a comma to separate the independent clause from the dependent clause that follows. (See clauses.)




[image: ] Right
Maria went along because Arnold was nominated for an Oscar.

[image: ] Wrong
Maria went along, because Arnold was nominated for an Oscar.

? Why?
Dependent clauses often begin with conjunctions—“because,” “unless,” “while,” and others. In this sentence, the dependent clause “because Arnold was nominated …” is needed for the rest of the sentence to make sense. Don’t separate it with a comma. If the clauses were reversed, the comma would be needed. The long dependent clause now becomes an introductory clause.

Because Arnold was nominated for an Oscar, Maria went along.



Anna surveyed the building site. (Not, cite or sight—see here.)




[image: ] Don’t use a comma between a subject and its verb.




Ad: How you look (subject), can depend (verb) on how you look on paper.

(Delete that comma!)




[image: ] In American English, a comma never falls outside of quotation marks. The same goes for periods. (See quotation marks.)



COMMA SPLICE (See incomplete sentences.)

COMPARE, CONTRAST (See compare to, compare with, below.)

The verb “to compare” looks at likenesses and differences. “To contrast” looks at differences, often noting opposite qualities.


Let’s compare these two swimsuits.

Eddie’s chartreuse tie contrasts wildly with his purple shirt.



Students are often asked to “compare and contrast” two things. In fact, the word “compare” alone will do. When you compare one thing with another, you look at both likenesses and differences.

COMPARE TO, COMPARE WITH (See phrasal verbs.)

Use “compare to” to liken dissimilar items. “Compare to” is often figurative.


Frieda compared her husband’s snoring to a Harley at full throttle.



Use “compare with” to show contrast in like items: comparing how two things are both alike and different. “Compare with” is usually literal.


Compared with last month’s electric bill, this month’s was a disaster.



COMPARISONS (See also adjectives, and adverbs.)


“Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the fairest of us all?”



Sorry, Evil Queen—Snow White’s the fairest in the land. She’s superlative.

Adjectives and some adverbs not only describe and modify; they can also compare. The degrees of comparison are positive (the basic form of the word), comparative (two things), and superlative (more than two).

King Schnozola is too timid for fencing. (Not, to—see here.)





	Positive
	Comparative
	Superlative

	beautiful
	more beautiful
	most beautiful


	easy
	easier
	easiest


	flexible
	less flexible
	least flexible


	warm
	warmer
	warmest



Comparative Adjectives


[image: ] Use the comparative form of an adjective to compare two things. To form the comparative, add an er ending, or add “more” or “less” to most one-syllable words:




young: younger or more/less young
wild: wilder or more/less wild
dense: denser or more/less dense
dark: darker or more/less dark

To Zelda, pole vaulting seemed safer (or more safe) than sky diving.



THE BIG E: Don’t add er to some one- or two-syllable words, like the informal adjective “fun.” Instead of “funner,” say, “more fun.”


more ancient (not “ancienter”)

more wrinkled (not “wrinkleder”)




[image: ] With two-syllable words ending in y, drop the y and add er, or use “more” or “less” before the word.





	silly: sillier, more/less silly
	gaudy: gaudier, more/less gaudy


	zany: zanier, more/less zany
	muddy: muddier, more/less muddy




[image: ] With words of three or more syllables, use “more” or “less” before the word.





	less bountiful
	more punctual
	more intelligent




[image: ] You can also modify the comparative form with the adverb “much.”




Pollack’s paintings were much sloppier (comparative) than those by Dalí.



THE BIG E: You can use the comparative form with the pronoun “other,” even when you mean more than two.


Cody’s bunny suit was cuter than the other costumes.



Do Nigel and he call that broom closet an office? (Not, Nigel and him—see here.)



Superlative Adjectives


[image: ] Use the superlative form to compare more than two things.




San Francisco is the least affordable city in California.




   To form the superlative, just add the ending est to most one-syllable and some two-syllable words, or add “most” or “least” before some two-syllable words. (Change an ending y to i if needed.)





	fastest
	messiest
	silliest


	most savvy
	most sour
	least athletic




Anna Kournikova was once the highest earner in pro tennis.




[image: ] With words of three or more syllables, use “most” or “least.”





	least dangerous
	most beautiful
	least vulnerable



THE BIG E: You can’t add est to some words, like the informal adjective “fun.” Instead of “funnest,” say, “most fun.”

Comparisons Using “Old” or “Young”

You need to know how many people or things are involved in order to decide whether to use er or est after words like “old” or “young.”


Camilla is the younger of the two sisters. (Two: comparative)

The Rio is the oldest of our six cars. (More than two: superlative)



The words “elder” and “eldest” are most often used to compare people, and usually indicate age or seniority. (But these are yielding to “older” and “oldest.”)


Our eldest son is president of Spin-Around Yo-Yos. (Three other sons also work in the business.)



[image: ]

Witch Hekkaba had her wart frozen off. (Not, froze—see here.)



Irregular Comparatives

Some adjectives are irregular in the comparative and superlative. Just as chameleons change color, irregular comparatives change form.



	Positive
	Comparative
	Superlative

	good
	better
	best


	bad
	worse
	worst



Common Mistakes: Comparative and Superlative

Stay out of double trouble and avoid:


[image: ] Double comparatives.




[image: ] Right
Gambling is riskier (or more risky) than hang gliding.

[image: ] Wrong
Gambling is more riskier than hang gliding.

? Why?
Don’t double up in the comparative. Gambling is either “riskier” or “more risky,” never “more riskier” than hang gliding. Use er or “more,” not both.




[image: ] Double superlatives.




[image: ] Right
The most swift (or swiftest) wide receiver of the 1990s was Jerry Rice.

[image: ] Wrong
The most swiftest wide receiver of the 1990s was Jerry Rice.

? Why?
Don’t double up in the superlative. Jerry was either the “most swift” or “the swiftest” wide receiver. Use “most” or est, not both.



COMPLEMENT, COMPLIMENT

As a verb, “to complement” means “to supplement” or “to make complete.” As a noun, “complement” means “a supplement or a complete set.” A complement completes.

As a verb, “compliment” expresses praise; as a noun, a “compliment” is a praising remark or an expression of courtesy.


That polka-dotted scarf complements your striped clown outfit.

Harvey’s mom baked a full complement of Super Bowl snacks.

Mr. Dithers complimented the class on their dissection of sheep’s eyeballs.



Whom shall I call about this silverfish invasion? (Not, who—see here.)




The puppy got lavish compliments during Canine Companion training.



TIP: “Complementary” and “complimentary” are also commonly confused. Think of “complementary” as “completing” or “supplying needs or something lacking.”


Monet chose complementary paint colors.



“Complimentary” means “expressing or resembling a compliment” or “given free as a courtesy or to repay a favor.”


The carrot smoothies are complimentary.



COMPLEMENTS (See object complements, and subject complements.)

COMPOUND ADJECTIVES (See adjectives.)

COMPOUND NOUNS (See nouns.)

COMPOUND SENTENCES (See sentences.)

COMPOUND SUBJECTS (See subject.)

CONJUNCTIONS


Imagination is more important than knowledge.

—Albert Einstein



Conjunctions are connectors. (See the “than” in Albert Einstein’s quote.) Common conjunctions include after, also, although, and, as, because, but, even though, however, instead, nevertheless, or, otherwise, since, so, than, therefore, though, unless, until, when, while, and yet.

Some conjunctions have specific jobs. On the lists of conjunction types below, note that a conjunction may appear on more than one list.

QVC played a big role in her overdrawn account. (Not, roll—see here.)



Coordinating Conjunctions

Coordinating conjunctions connect elements of equal rank: words to words, phrases to phrases, clauses to clauses, or sentences to sentences. The seven coordinating conjunctions are and, but, for, nor, or, so, and yet.


lacy shorts or (conjunction) silk boxers (word to word)

Buddy Holly’s glasses and (conjunction) Jim Croce’s lyrics (phrase to phrase)

I’ll make coffee so (conjunction) you won’t fall asleep. (clause to clause)

I got rid of my nose ring, but (conjunction) I kept my dreads. (sentence to sentence)



Tips on Compound Subjects Linked with “Or”


[image: ] If a compound subject is made up of two singular words joined by “or,” use a singular verb.




Jocelyn or Vladamir (compound subject) orders (singular verb) the pizza each Friday. (She or he orders.)




[image: ] If a compound subject is made up of two plural words joined by “or,” use a plural verb.




The bats or the vampires (compound subject) usually appear (plural verb) first. (They appear.)




[image: ] Some compound subjects contain both singular and plural words. The word closest to the verb determines if the verb is singular or plural.




The trumpeters or the majorette (compound subject) leads (singular verb) the parade.



In this compound subject, the singular noun “majorette” is closest to the verb. Say, “She leads.”


A cackling hyena or squealing boars (compound subject) mimic (plural verb) your boyfriend’s voice.



In this compound subject, the plural noun “boars” is closest to the verb. Say, “They mimic.”

Lawrence graduated from high school. (Not, graduated high school here.)



Conjunction Pairs

Two conjunctions often work together in the same sentence to make a point. The sentence parts these conjunctions introduce must be parallel (of equal weight). Position the conjunctions close to what they compare. (In Grammarspeak, conjunction pairs are called “correlative conjunctions.”)

Common Conjunction Pairs



	although, nevertheless
	although, yet
	both, and


	either, or
	if, then
	neither, nor


	not only, but also
	when, then
	whether, or


	whether, or not
	where, there
	 




Neither George nor Gracie sails. Neither Gracie nor her cats swim.
(The word closest to the verb determines if it’s singular or plural. She sails: singular verb. They swim: plural verb.)

If you love children, then teaching is for you.

The wave took not only my snorkel mask, but also my suit.



As, As and So, As

The conjunction pair “as, as” is usually positive.


Jill is as fond of chocolate as Donna is.



The pair “so, as” is usually negative.


The stock market was not so volatile today as it was yesterday.



Subordinating Conjunctions

Subordinating conjunctions connect parts of a sentence (clauses or phrases) that are not of equal rank. Subordinating conjunctions include because, if, since, until, when, where, and while. They often link a dependent clause to an independent clause.


Because the monster lurks beneath, I’m afraid of Loch Ness.



Here, the conjunction “because” forms a dependent clause (“Because the monster lurks beneath”) connected to an independent clause (“I’m afraid of Loch Ness”).


We can’t see the stars until after sundown.



Here, the conjunction “until” links a prepositional phrase (“after sundown”) to the independent clause (“We can’t see the stars”).

If I were you, I wouldn’t wear stretch pants. (Not, was—see here.)



Conjunctions as Adverbs

Some conjunctions do two jobs at once. (In Grammarspeak, these are called “conjunctive adverbs.”) They may connect sentence parts, acting as conjunctions. At the same time, they modify other words, acting as adverbs.

Conjunctive adverbs include consequently, however, meanwhile, moreover, nevertheless, similarly, still, then, and thus. You’ll often find them at the beginning of a sentence or a clause. A comma usually follows these adverbs.


The pool was freezing; still, (conjunctive adverb) I needed to swim.

Weeks of uncertainty followed the election. Finally, (conjunctive adverb) it was over.



TIP: Don’t switch the conjunction “than” with the adverb “then.” Use “than” to compare. Use “then” to show time.


Santa’s chunkier than the Pillsbury Doughboy.

We ate, then ran.



CONSONANTS, VOWELS

[image: ]

Consonants are all the letters of the alphabet except the vowels—a, e, i, o, u, and sometimes y. With the names “Yvonne” and “Yvette,” for instance, you hear a vowel sound—“Ee von,” “Ee vet.” In words like “mystify,” “plenty,” “pigmy,” and “try,” the y also makes a vowel sound.

CONTRACTIONS (See apostrophes, and verbs.)

CURLY QUOTES (See quotation marks.)

Charlene has to practice her violin now. (Not, have, gots, or gotta—see here.)








End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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