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INTRODUCTION

If I was you, I’d do something different.

You’ve probably heard this sentence, or something like it. You may even have used it. Some part of your brain tells you there’s something wrong with it, but you’re not sure quite what.

There are lots of other sentences like that:

We just saw two baby deers.

The guys vehicle exploded in flames.

Everything’s going to be alright now.

Each one of those sentences has something wrong with it, but at first glance the problem may not be obvious. This book is here to show you how to fix these and other incorrect words and sentences. Your guide for this project? The rules of grammar, punctuation, and spelling.

Now, don’t let this reference to grammar frighten you. Look at it this way: Grammar is really just a road map to language.

Every time we start to write something, we’re setting off on an unknown journey across that big blank computer screen or piece of paper. We usually have a pretty good idea of where we are and where we want to get to. It’s the part in between that can be scary.

This is where knowing the basic rules of English grammar and spelling helps. The rules are like signposts at key junctions telling you which way to turn. They help keep you from getting lost and confused amid the strange jungle that is the English language.

That’s why you’re holding this book. You don’t need an exhaustive compilation of all the rules and regulations of our mother tongue. Instead, you want something that’s concise and practical—a kind of pocket atlas you can pull out and consult when you feel you’ve lost your way.

Each of the entries in this book starts with a common mistake. We discuss why the sample sentence is wrong, what point of grammar it illustrates, and how to fix it. Don’t worry if a lot of these mistakes sound familiar to you. We’re here to help you get your grammar in order and clean up any errors. In the end, you’ll have a nice, clear, well-lit, well-signed road in front of you.

You can read the book from beginning to end, but it may be more helpful if you use the index to look up the specific problems about which you have questions. For further information, we’ve also included a list of resources.

So open your atlas, turn on your GPS, and let’s set out on our journey.

Everything’s going to be all right now!


[Part I]
 CONFUSING PUNCTUATION MARKS (AND HOW TO UNDERSTAND THEM)


Wrong: Hand me the pen that rolled near you

Misplacing Periods

A period is most often used to signal the end of a sentence that states a fact or one that gives a command or makes a request. For instance, both of the following are simple, declarative sentences that end with periods:

• The pen fell down right next to your chair.

• I’m wondering if it would be that hard for you to bend over and pick it up.

Although the latter sentence contains an implied question, the end punctuation should be a period because the sentence as a whole states a fact (that I’m wondering something) rather than asks a question. Periods are also used in abbreviations, such as Dr., Ms., Rev., i.e., and et al.


Good Grammar Tip

If your declarative or imperative sentence ends with an abbreviation that takes a period, don’t put an additional period at the end. Write:

I’ll be at your apartment to pick you up at 8 P.M.

not

I’ll be at your apartment to pick you up at 8 P.M..



Right: Hand me the pen that rolled near you.

Wrong: Are you available for a long, pointless, late-morning meeting.

Misused Question Marks

News flash: Question marks go at the end of direct questions and sentences that end in questions. You knew that, didn’t you? Couldn’t that information have been left out? You get the picture, don’t you? Surely the point has sunk in by now, hasn’t it?

A question mark is also used to show that there’s doubt or uncertainty about something written in a sentence, such as a name, a date, or a word. In birth and death dates, such as (?–1565), the question mark means the birth date hasn’t been verified. Look at this example:

• The police are searching for Richard O. (?) in connection with the crime.

Here, the question mark means that the author is uncertain about the person’s name. But look at this example:

• He’s said to have stolen $5,000 (?) from a children’s charity.

The question mark means that the author is unsure about the exact amount of the theft.

Watch to see if a question mark is part of a title. If it is, be sure to include it in any punctuation that goes with the title:

• I won’t watch that new television program Can You Believe What Scum These Criminals Are?


Good Grammar Tip

Remember, question marks go inside quotation marks if the quoted material forms a question. Otherwise, question marks go outside quotation marks. Notice the difference in these examples:

Brendan asked, “Who on earth steals money from a kids’ charity?”

Did Brendan say, “People like that should be tossed in jail and the key thrown away”?



If you have a series of questions that aren’t complete sentences, a question mark should be included after each fragment:

• Can you believe that it’s ten below zero? or that it’s snowing? or that my electricity has gone off? or that the freaking electric company hasn’t got here to fix the problem?

Right: Are you available for a long, pointless, late-morning meeting?

Wrong: I can’t believe I just won $10 million in the lottery.

Incorrect Exclamation Points

Another news flash: Exclamation points (exclamation marks) are used to express strong feelings! In the preceding example, unless the speaker has the emotions of a fish, there’s a call for something more intense than a period. Exclamation marks add tone and emphasis to a sentence. There’s quite a difference between these two sentences:

• This is the first time I ever bought a lottery ticket.

• This is the first time I ever bought a lottery ticket!

The second sentence tells readers that something quite extraordinary happened when the speaker bought a lottery ticket for the first time.

In formal writing, don’t use exclamation points (unless, of course, you’re quoting a source or citing a title—or working for a tabloid magazine). In informal writing, you might include exclamation points after information that you find to be remarkable or information that you’re excited about:

• The first thing I’m going to do is donate $5,000 (!) to my favorite charity.

or

• The first thing I’m going to do is donate $5,000 to my favorite charity!

Check to see if an exclamation point is part of a title. If it is, be sure to include it:

• I wonder if I’ll be on that new television program I Can’t Believe They’re Millionaires!

On the other hand, it’s sometimes easy to go overboard with exclamation points:

• I met Joan and John for dinner last night! I told them the amazing news! They’re so happy for me! They volunteered to go on my Caribbean vacation with me!

Exciting as this news is (at least to Joan and John), the emotional impact is diminished if every sentence ends with an exclamation point. Use them responsibly.


Good Grammar Tip

Only in informal writing should you use more than one question mark or exclamation mark at a time:

Is this picture of our former roommate for real????

or

I can’t believe that our former roommate is featured in Playboy!!!



Right: I can’t believe I just won $10 million in the lottery!

Wrong: Anna said, Harry, give me the butter, please.

May I Quote You on That?

Use quotation marks (“ ”) at the beginning and ending of words, phrases, or sentences to show which words belong to you (the writer) and which belong to someone else.

The most common use of quotation marks is to show readers the exact words a person said, in the exact order the person spoke them. This is called a direct quotation. Note the difference in the following sentences:


	Direct Quotation: Amber Posey said, “Give me the toast.”

	Indirect Quotation: Amber Posey said to give her the toast.

	Direct Quotation: Carla Fenwick replied, “I don’t have the toast.”

	Indirect Quotation: Carla Fenwick replied that she didn’t have the toast.



The same meaning is conveyed either way, but the quotation marks tell readers the words are written exactly as they were spoken.

One of the most common mistakes that’s made with quotation marks is to use them immediately after a word such as said or asked incorrectly. Quotation marks are used correctly in sentences like these:

• Harry asked, “Anna, will you pass me the butter?”

• Anna said, “We don’t have any butter.”

The mistake comes in sentences that are indirect quotations (that is, the words after said, asked, and so on aren’t the exact words, in the exact order, that the speaker used).

Consider this sentence, which gives the same information about Harry and Anna:

• Harry asked if Anna would pass him the butter.

The mistake often made is to punctuate that sentence this way:

• Harry asked, “If Anna would pass him the butter.”

But the words inside the quotation marks aren’t the exact words, in the exact order, that Harry used. Since these aren’t the exact words, quotation marks can’t be used.

Here are some guidelines to help you use quotation marks correctly:

Guideline 1: Every time you change speakers, indent and start a new paragraph, even if the person quoted is just saying one word. This is the signal for readers to keep straight who’s saying what.

Guideline 2: If you’re quoting more than one sentence from the same source (a person or a manuscript), put the closing quotation marks at the end of the speaker’s last sentence of that paragraph only, not at the end of each sentence. This helps readers know that the same person is speaking.

Guideline 3: If you’re quoting more than one paragraph from the same source (a person or a manuscript), put beginning quotation marks at the start of each paragraph of your quote and closing quotation marks only at the end of the last paragraph. This lets readers know that the words come from the same source, without any interruption.

Guideline 4: Use quotation marks to enclose the titles of short works (short poems, short stories, titles of articles from magazines or newspapers, essays, chapters of books, songs, and episodes of television or radio programs).

Guideline 5: If you’re using slang, technical terms, or other expressions outside their normal usage, enclose the words or phrases in quotation marks (alternately, you may put the words or phrases in italics).

Right: Anna said, “Harry, give me the butter, please.”

Wrong: I was reading the short story “Scared Out of My Wits”, but I fell asleep in spite of myself.

Misplaced Punctuation with Quotation Marks

The rules about placing punctuation in relation to quotation marks may seem a bit confusing at first, but they really aren’t very complicated once you get the hang of them.

Periods and commas go inside closing quotation marks; colons and semicolons go outside closing quotation marks. Look at this sentence:

• I was reading the short story “Lights Out,” but I fell asleep in spite of myself.

See the comma after Out and before the closing quotation marks? The actual title of the story is “Lights Out” (there’s no comma in the title). However, the sentence continues and demands a comma, so U.S. English requires a comma to be placed inside the closing quotation marks. Now look at this sentence:

• I was reading the short story “Death-Eating Murderous Clowns from the Hyper-Terror Dimension”; I didn’t find it to be scary at all until my friend Jica unexpectedly tapped me on the shoulder.

The semicolon is outside the closing quotation marks after Dimension. Just to reiterate: the comma goes inside the quotation marks, while the semicolon goes outside. Okay?

Deciding on placement of the two other end marks of punctuation—the question mark and the exclamation mark—is tricky: These go either inside or outside the closing marks, depending on what’s being quoted. Take, for instance, a question mark. It goes inside the closing quotation if what is being quoted is a question:

• Jica said, “Was the story really that scary, or are you just a wimp?”

The words that Jica said form the question, so the question mark goes inside the closing quotation mark to show readers what she said. Look at this example:

• Jica shouted, “I hope you know what you’re doing, reading stuff like that late at night!”

Again, the words that Jica said form the exclamation, so the exclamation mark goes inside the closing quotation mark. Now take a look at this example:

• Did Jica say, “You must have fallen asleep or you would have heard me come into the room”?

Note that the words that Jica said (You must have fallen asleep or you would have heard me come into the room) don’t form a question; the sentence as a whole does. The question mark goes outside the closing quotation marks to show readers that.

• “No, I actually said, ‘You must be right’!”

Again, the words that you said don’t form an exclamation; the sentence as a whole does (probably expressing irritation). The exclamation mark goes outside the single quotation marks to show readers that.


Good Grammar Tip

If a quoted sentence is interrupted by words such as he said or she replied, use commas in this way:

“For this contest,” he said, “you need three pencils and two pieces of paper.”

The first comma goes before the closing quotation mark and the second comma goes before the beginning quotation mark.

If the words being quoted make up a question or an exclamation, don’t include a comma:

“Put that down right now!” Barry cried.



What do you do when both the sentence as a whole and the words being quoted form a question or an exclamation? Use only one end mark (question mark or exclamation mark) and put it inside the closing quotation marks. Look at this example:

• Did I hear Jica say, “Who reads that kind of stuff anyway?”

Right: I was reading the short story “Scared Out of My Wits,” but I fell asleep in spite of myself.

Wrong: “Mark Lester said, “I’ll be fine,” but then he collapsed,” cried Marrin Wright.

Incorrect Quotes Within Quotes

In the United States, single quotation marks are used for a quotation within a quotation:

• “He was reading the story ‘Plaid Blazers and Other Mysteries,’” said Tara Hoggard.

Do you see that what Mark said (I’ll be fine) and the name of the short story (Plaid Blazers and Other Mysteries) would normally be enclosed with double quotation marks? But since these phrases come inside material that’s already in double marks, you show readers where the quotation (or title) begins by using a single quotation mark.

Note that the comma following fine and Mysteries comes inside the single quotation mark. Some styles prefer a space between the single and double quotations when they occur together (as at the end of the second sentence). Check whatever style guide you’re using to be sure what’s required.

When should you not use quotation marks with quotes? If you’re using the writing guidelines from the Modern Language Association (MLA) or the American Psychological Association (APA), keep in mind that these groups have specific rules for block quotations (passages of a certain length). In spite of the fact that you’re quoting, you don’t use quotation marks. You do, however, have a definite format for letting readers know that the material you’re citing is verbatim from the original text. Consult the specific guidelines for each group to see how to format this material.

Right: “Mark Lester said, ‘I’ll be fine,’ but then he collapsed,” cried Marrin Wright.

Wrong: The guys vehicle exploded in flames.

Wrong Possessive Apostrophe

Before using an apostrophe to show possession, first make sure the phrase in question actually denotes possession and isn’t simply a plural. For instance, in the phrase the guy’s vehicle, one guy possesses a vehicle (so an apostrophe before the s indicates this to readers); however, in the phrase the guys in their vehicles, the guys aren’t possessing anything and an apostrophe isn’t needed.

Here are some guidelines to help you make sense of it all.

Guideline 1: If a singular noun doesn’t end in -s, its possessive ends in -’s. Say what? Take a look at this sentence:

• Despite the flames, the cars engine was still running.

The word cars needs an apostrophe to indicate possession, but where does the apostrophe go?

Use this mental trick: Take the word that needs the apostrophe (cars) and the word that it’s talking about (engine) and mentally turn the two words around so that the word you’re wondering about is the object of a preposition. (This rule may be easier for you to understand this way: Turn the words around so that they form a phrase. Usually the phrase will use of, from, or belonging to.)

When you change cars engine around, you come up with engine of the car. Now look at the word car. Car is singular and doesn’t end in -s, so the original should be punctuated -’s. You should have:

• Despite the flames, the car’s engine was still running.

Try the trick again with this sentence:

• Donna Moores wallet was lying on the car seat.

Mentally turn Donna Moores wallet around so that you have the wallet of (belonging to) Donna Moore. After you’ve turned it around, you have the words Donna Moore, which is singular (in spite of being two words) and doesn’t end in -s. That lets you know that you need to use -’s. The sentence should be punctuated this way:

• Donna Moore’s wallet was lying on the car seat.

And we certainly hope she recovered it safely.

Guideline 2: When you have plural nouns that end in -s (and most do), add an apostrophe after the final -s. This tells readers that you’re talking about several people, places, or things. The same mental trick of turning the two words into a phrase applies.

This sentence talks about two girls who had been reported missing:

• The girls coats were completely destroyed by the fire.

Now just apply the trick. Take the phrase girls coats, and turn it around so that you have coats of (belonging to) the girls.

When you’ve turned the phrase around this time, the word girls ends in -s. This lets you know that you should add an apostrophe after the -s in girls, so the sentence is punctuated this way:

• The girls’ coats were completely destroyed by the fire.

Although most English plurals end in -s or -es, our language has a number of exceptions (and didn’t you know there would be?), such as children, women, and deer. If a plural doesn’t end in -s, the possessive is formed with an -’s (that is, treat it as if it were singular).

Again, the turnaround trick applies. Take the sentence:

• The childrens coats, however, were outside the vehicle and so were saved.

Mentally turn childrens coats into the phrase coats of the children. Since children doesn’t end in -s, its possessive would be -’s; so the correct punctuation would be:

• The children’s coats were covered with mud.

So far, so good? You have just one tricky part left to consider. It concerns singular words that end in -s. Two ways of punctuating these words are common, as follows.

Guideline 3: First, if a singular word ends in -s, form its possessive by adding -’s (except in situations in which pronunciation would be difficult, such as Moses or Achilles). Look at this sentence:

• Julie Jones information was invaluable in locating the right insurance company.

Applying the turnaround trick would make the phrase that needs the apostrophe read this way: information from Julie Jones.

The rule just mentioned would tell you that, since Jones is singular and ends in -s, you’d form the possessive by adding -’s. Therefore, the sentence would be punctuated this way:

• Julie Jones’s information was invaluable in locating the right insurance company.

However, you may be told to use another rule:

Guideline 4: If a singular word ends in -s, form its possessive by adding an apostrophe after the -s. In this case, the sentence would be written this way:

• Julie Jones’ information was invaluable in locating the right insurance company.

If using this alternate rule is okay with your teacher or employer, then you have to remember only two rules about placing the apostrophe in possessives:


	After you mentally turn the phrase around, if the word in question doesn’t end in -s, add -’s.

	After you mentally turn the phrase around, if the word in question ends in -s, add an apostrophe after the -s.




Good Grammar Tip

One of the most common grammatical errors involving apostrophes is the incorrect use of it’s and its.

Actually, the rule governing this is pretty simple: Its is the possessive form and doesn’t take an apostrophe; it’s is only used as a contraction, meaning it is. Also remember that all possessive pronouns (its, yours, his, hers, theirs, ours, whose) never take an apostrophe.



One use of apostrophes shows readers whether the people you’re talking about possess (own) something jointly or individually. Take a look at this sentence:

• Jim and Allisons cars were stolen.

The question is, did Jim and Allison own the cars together or separately? If, say, Jim and Allison were a couple and they had the misfortune of having two of their cars stolen, then the sentence would be punctuated this way:

• Jim and Allison’s cars were stolen.

The possessive comes after the last person’s name only. This usage tells readers that Jim and Allison had joint ownership of the cars.

But maybe Jim and Allison were neighbors, and a rash of car thefts had taken place on their block. The sentence would then be punctuated this way:

• Jim’s and Allison’s cars were stolen.

The possessive comes after both names. This tells readers that Jim and Allison had separate ownership of the cars.

Right: The guy’s vehicle exploded in flames.

Wrong: The best thing’s in life are free.

Misunderstood Plurals with Apostrophes

Next time you’re out walking around, take a look at some store signs. I guarantee that you’ll see some like these:

• Special price’s this week!

• Rent two movie’s today!

• Five can’s for $4.00!

The words that have apostrophes are just plain ol’ plurals; they don’t show ownership in any way and so don’t need apostrophes. (If you’re unsure about whether you should use an apostrophe, ask yourself if the word in question owns or possesses anything.)

Also, if you have proverbial expressions that involve individual letters or combinations of letters, use apostrophes to show their plurals.

• Dot your i’s and cross your t’s.

In these examples, some academic or company style guides dictate that you shouldn’t italicize the letter you’re making plural; other guides take the opposite view. Be sure to consult the guide suggested by your instructor or company.

Another time that you should use an apostrophe to form a plural is if your reader would be confused by reading an -s
OEBPS/nav.xhtml
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