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How to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction

About me

I’m not an academic. I joined the British Army when I was 16. I don’t have any English-language qualifications. (Actually, that’s not true. I’ve got an O Level (Grade C) from 1983.)

By the time I left my school in Bletchley, my only language skills were in German. (Before my father started working at Bletchley Park, my family had lived in Germany for a decade, and we are all fluent.) Spotting this, the Army recruiters chucked me on a two-year Russian course, and that’s where I first dipped a toe in the grammar pond, quickly discovering that learning a language out of a book is very different to learning one off the streets. After training, I deployed to Germany just in time to catch the end of the Cold War. Pretty soon after that ended, the war in Bosnia started, and my working language became Serbo-Croat. Shortly after that one finished, I completed my scramble up the soldiery ranks and became an officer. For the conflicts that followed in much hotter climes, I was a busy, grown-up intelligence officer, and that’s when I first needed some English language skills. Luckily, by then, grammar terms were part of my working vocabulary.

Back in the UK and surrounded by intelligence officers who hadn’t cut their teeth as linguists, I noticed that most of them tackled writing intuitively, selecting punctuation and sentence structure ‘by feel’. Keen to share my understanding of grammar with them, I produced a 400-slide PowerPoint presentation, which my Commanding Officer allowed me to inflict on some fellow officers. (Sorry, guys.) By 10 a.m., far too many of them were nodding off for the training day to continue. Blaming PowerPoint for failing to impart my grammar knowledge, I learned a bit of HTML and Javascript and converted my 400-slider into www.grammar-monster.com. That was in 1999. I’ve been fine-tuning it ever since.

In the intelligence game, you read lots of reports – often hundreds a day. When it’s time to brief the generals (who are always heart-attack busy), it’s not your job to tell them everything you’ve read but only the bits that matter, and then why. Intelligence officers call this the ‘so what?’ moment of the intelligence briefing. In this book, each entry ends with a ‘so what?’ moment, with a heading like ‘Why should I care about adverbs?’. The grammar blurb and the examples beforehand are just the intelligence reports.

So, that O Level from 1983, the languages, the website and all the fights with co-authors of countless staff papers and intelligence reports are what make up my experience. I see Smashing Grammar as a vocational grammar book, not an academic one. If those incomprehensible grammar entries on Wikipedia, which bear all the signs of linguistics ninjas, are the left of arc, then I wrote this book to be the right of arc. I know there is still a lot I could learn from the academic community, but perhaps this book offers something they could learn from my community: tell all that’s needed, not all that’s known.

How the entries for this book were chosen

My website has been around for about two decades. It receives more than 500,000 hits a month, and those visitors have raised thousands of questions and observations. Being bit of a data geek, I’ve been tracking the topics of all that correspondence and who’s been sending it. This ‘big data’ analysis determined the entries for this book. For example, almost no native English speakers asked questions about verb tense, but lots of them asked questions about the subjunctive mood (yeah, really). For that reason, tense is shoehorned into the ‘Verb’ entry, while the subjunctive mood has its own entry.

My strong sense is that this alignment to the ‘big data’ has worked. If I were to create, by intuition, a list of the grammar issues that most often affect native English speakers, it would closely match the list generated by the website data. Phew. So, if you expected less or more coverage of a specific topic in a grammar glossary like this one, please be aware that the entries weren’t prioritised by a SWAG (Scientific Wild Arse Guess).

Using this book

As this is a reference book about grammar, it’s pretty unlikely you’ll read it from cover to cover. To help you get the most from it, there are two indexes: a functional index and an alphabetical index (see contents).

● The Functional Index. If you’re new to grammar, use this to prioritise your reading.

● The Alphabetical Index. Use this to track down a grammar term.

If you were to read this book from cover to cover, you’d notice that some issues were repeated. That’s deliberate. The rationale is that someone looking up commas wants to know everything about commas without being sent to all the entries that discuss commas (e.g. adverb, conjunction, clause, vocative case). So please expect some repetition. Rest assured though that every entry uses different examples and presents the grammar points from the perspective of that entry.
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The plan

Lots of people have sound writing skills, but if you talk grammar specifics with them, you’ll notice that many are flying by the seat of their pants. It seems their skills have been assimilated osmosis-like over many years. Attaining that level of competence must have been a far tougher process than it needed to be, a lengthy onslaught of unstructured lessons learned. This book aims to capture those lessons learned, order them logically and then present them in a way that is entertaining, succinct and easily searchable. You can get there quicker than we did. That’s the plan. There’s a plan?


Common Mistakes: A Functional Index

(In Order Of Severity)

[image: image]

MISTAKES THAT COULD DAMAGE YOUR CREDIBILITY





	Writing could of, would of or should of

	1, 2




	Using an apostrophe in a plural (e.g. four lion’s) ✘

	1, 2




	Confusing its and it’s

	1, 2




	Confusing their, there and they’re

	1, 2




	Confusing your and you’re

	1, 2




	Using an intransitive verb transitively (e.g. ‘That’ll learn you.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Confusing a lot, allot and alot

	1




	Confusing loose and lose

	1




	Confusing then and than

	1




	Using a double negative when you shouldn’t (e.g. ‘I didn’t do nothing.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Using terms like most prettiest or more better ✘

	1, 2




	Writing her’s, our’s or their’s ✘

	1, 2




	Confusing too and to

	1




	Confusing being and been

	1, 2




	Confusing stationary and stationery

	1




	Using quotation marks for emphasis

	1





MISTAKES THAT MAKE YOU LOOK CARELESS





	Capitalising a word because it’s important (e.g. ‘You must drink plenty of Water.’) ✘

	1




	Using a possessive apostrophe wrongly (e.g. ‘The cat bit the dogs’ leg.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Confusing role and roll

	1




	Confusing sight, site and cite

	1




	Using a semicolon instead of a colon

	1, 2




	Saying ‘acronym’ when you mean ‘abbreviation’

	1




	Using myself incorrectly (e.g. ‘Tell myself or the boss.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Using quotation marks with reported speech

	1, 2




	Writing terms like these kind of rather than these kinds of ✘

	1, 2




	Confusing advice and advise

	1




	Confusing principal and principle

	1




	Using an or a incorrectly

	1, 2




	Using an ambiguous modifier (e.g. ‘Smelly and heavy, she prodded the walrus.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Using an apostrophe wrongly in an expression like two months’ pay

	1, 2




	Failing to match subject and verb (e.g. ‘A box of tapes are under the stairs.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Ending a sentence with a comma instead of a full stop (e.g. ‘Lee likes cakes, he eats a lot.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Using an ambiguous pronoun (e.g. ‘Lee told Mark he was good.’) ✘

	1




	Confusing adverse and averse

	1




	Confusing affect and effect

	1




	Confusing me and myself

	1, 2




	Confusing past and passed

	1, 2




	Confusing practice and practise

	1




	Confusing allude and elude

	1




	Confusing bare and bear

	1




	Confusing coarse and course

	1, 2




	Confusing complement and compliment

	1




	Confusing dependant and dependent

	1




	Creating a double negative with neither/nor

	1, 2




	Starting a sentence with which (e.g. ‘She can play the trumpet. Which is nice.’) ✘

	1




	Confusing incite and insight

	1




	Using the wrong tense in a conditional sentence (e.g. ‘If you see it, you would understand.’) ✘

	1, 2





MISTAKES YOU’LL BE FORGIVEN FOR





	Failing to use hyphens in terms like four-seater aircraft

	1, 2




	Using my wife and I when you mean me and my wife

	1, 2




	Confusing imply and infer

	1




	Confusing lay and lie

	1, 2




	Continuing a sentence with however

	1




	Not knowing when to use a comma before which and who

	1, 2




	Confusing may be and maybe

	1




	Putting a full stop on the wrong side of a close bracket

	1




	Using a question mark after a non-question

	1, 2




	Failing to use a pair of parentheses (e.g. ‘The owners, Jack and Jill have died.’) ✘

	1




	Using a colon before a quotation when a comma is needed

	1, 2




	Failing to use apostrophes in an expression like three years’ insurance

	1, 2




	Confusing discreet and discrete

	1




	Confusing every day and everyday

	1




	Confusing fewer and less

	1




	Confusing i.e. and e.g.

	1




	Confusing licence and license

	1





MISTAKES YOU’LL PROBABLY GET AWAY WITH





	Completing a linking verb with an adverb (e.g. ‘I feel badly.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Confusing historic and historical

	1




	Using hyphens with adverbs ending in -ly (e.g. ‘extremely-talented actor’) ✘

	1




	Using a capital letter for a season (e.g. ‘next Summer’) ✘

	1




	Giving points of the compass a capital letter (e.g. North, South) ✘

	1




	Failing to use a comma after an interjection (e.g. ‘Yes I do.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Failing to use a comma when addressing someone directly (e.g. ‘John you’re next.’) ✘

	1, 2




	Spelling out numbers incorrectly

	1




	Illogically placing punctuation inside or outside a quotation

	1




	Being inconsistent with single (‘) and double (“) quotation marks

	1




	Choosing the wrong option for words that can be singular or plural (e.g. group, team, some, all)

	1, 2




	Choosing the wrong option when considering a comma before a conjunction (e.g. and, or, but)

	1, 2




	Using a term like best or greatest when referring to just two things

	1




	Not following your chosen convention with commas in lists

	1




	Confusing poisonous and venomous

	1




	Using a tautological phrase like single bachelor or totally unanimous

	1




	Confusing program and programme

	1




	Failing to use the subjunctive mood (e.g. ‘If I was you, I’d go.’)

	1




	Hyphenating two words now accepted as one (e.g. wall-paper, baby-sitter)

	1




	Confusing who and whom

	1





‘MISTAKES’ THAT MIGHT ANNOY SOME READERS (THESE AREN’T MISTAKES)





	Ending a sentence in a preposition

	1




	Using a split infinitive (e.g. ‘to really try’)

	1




	Starting a sentence with And or But

	1




	Using an apostrophe in an awkward plural (e.g. ‘You use too many and’s in your writing.’) ✘

	1




	Treating none as a plural word

	1




	Using whose with inanimate objects (e.g. ‘It’s a story whose moral is noteworthy.’) ✘

	1




	Using which instead of that (e.g. ‘The dog which bit me.’) ✘

	1




	Marking the end of an awkward or long subject with a comma (e.g. ‘Those who know, know.’) ✘

	1




	Using too many passive sentences

	1




	Failing to use a hyphen with an awkward prefix (e.g. ‘antiaging’) ✘

	1




	Overusing exclamation marks

	1




	Failing to use a comma after a sentence introduction (e.g. ‘At 4 o’clock he went home.’) ✘

	1
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