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Preface
When a language is formalized, rules and guidelines are developed for
speaking and writing that language correctly. This formalization allows
each speaker and hearer, writer and reader, to have a common base from
which to communicate with each other.
If communication is achieved, even with conspicuous violation of some of
its rules, the language has been well served. But, of course, the language is
even better served when we uphold at least its basic rules.
Generally, we learn to speak our primary language by hearing it spoken in
our earliest childhood. Before we begin to study it in school, how well we
speak the language ourselves depends largely on how well it is spoken by
our primary contacts—usually family members—during those early years.
Much of the English grammar we learn formally—and use most often—is
usually covered by the sixth year of school. By high school and beyond,
even native English-speakers may need to be reintroduced to some basic
concepts such as subject-verb agreement, punctuation, and spelling.
This book is intended for anyone who wants to strengthen his or her
command of English, regardless of native language. As a refresher course,
its primary objectives are (1) to remind you of topics previously learned but
since forgotten; and (2) to clarify topics that might have been unclear to you
when previously presented.
I believe that most learners understand and retain more if they are not
overwhelmed by too much material at once. Thus, I have intentionally kept
this book streamlined; it covers only those elements that I consider among
the most critical for gaining above-average command of the language in a
limited amount of time.
And so here you can get going quickly with some essentials for everyday
use—and more.
I hope this will be a rewarding—and practical—learning experience for you!
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INTRODUCTION
A person is regarded as using “good” or “standard” English when he or she
follows the basic rules and guidelines that have been established for the
language.
Despite the existence of standards, even the “experts” do not always agree
on certain rules for using English correctly. (And the rules are ever
changing.) Fortunately, except for certain occupations, notably journalism,
one recognized standard is likely to be as suitable as another is in the
workplace and elsewhere.
Especially given the liberties that are taken at times with the language in the
interest of commerce—light becomes lite, everyday and every day are used
interchangeably, and so on—it is wise to know the correct usage for oneself.
Commercial English may be fun to know, but a practical person would
choose to be “bilingual” in “proper” English as well as in jargon or slang;
even more so when writing than when speaking.
This book covers key rules and guidelines for speaking and writing English
in everyday life and on the job. It includes the following language areas:







Grammar
Punctuation
Capitalization
Spelling
Vocabulary
Writing

NOTE: All rules and guidelines used and referenced in this book are based
on standards for American English, unless otherwise specified or as implied,
such as with the use of quotations or other excerpts from the works of nonAmerican authors.
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Chapter 1
Grammar
The formal terms used to describe and explain specific grammatical
concepts and principles can be difficult to remember. Many of these terms
generally are referenced by name more in academic settings than they are on
the job or in routine conversation.
Understanding and correctly applying a given concept or principle is more
important than remembering or even knowing the formal name of that
concept or principle. However, it can be especially useful to know certain
terms by name; thus, in this book such terms will be referenced at least
briefly, usually in a given chapter or in the Glossary. A few terms will be
introduced now.
Clause: A group of two or more related words that contain their own
subject and predicate (verb, plus any other details), thus forming part of or a
complete sentence.
Phrase: A group of two or more related words that do not contain a related
verb, and so do not form a clause or complete sentence.
Parts of speech: The name given collectively to nouns, pronouns, verbs,
adjectives, adverbs, conjunctions, interjections, and prepositions. In writing
sentences, at various times you will use one or more of these eight
individual parts of speech. Some words can function as more than one part
of speech. A dictionary is likely to be your most reliable source for
identifying the part of speech of a given word.
Certain parts of speech will be featured in this Grammar chapter, which
covers the following topics:

 Nouns and Pronouns
 Subject-Verb Agreement
 Verb Forms
 Adjectives and Adverbs
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The verb must agree in number (singular or plural) with the subject. This
basic rule is a frequent cause of grammar errors. It is also one of the easiest
areas to strengthen.

Rule 1: The verb must agree in number with the subject.
A singular subject is one person or one thing. A plural subject is
more than one person or more than one thing.
If you have a singular subject, use a singular verb. If you have a
plural subject, use a plural verb.

Tip: If you can replace the subject with he, she, or it, the subject is
singular.
If you can replace the subject with they, the subject is plural.
The dog likes to eat my homework. It likes to eat my homework.
The child and the dog walk together. They walk together.

Examples:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Tina (she) wants an answer by Friday.
Her mother and father (they) want an answer by Friday.
How are your son and daughter (they)?
This coupon (it) entitles you to one free beverage with your meal.

If all sentences contained nothing but a simple subject and its matching
verb, subject-verb agreement would be virtually problem free.
Cows moo.
Rule 2: A singular subject remains singular even if separated from
the verb by expressions such as along with, as well as, and
in addition to. Use a singular verb.
Tip: Such expressions are often enclosed by commas.
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Examples:
1.
2.
3.
4.

I, along with several colleagues, plan to attend next week’s seminar.
The room’s location as well as its size was ideal.
Her husband, together with their children, cooks dinner every night.
The filter, in addition to the oil and spark plugs, needs to be changed.

One obstacle to correctly identifying the subject of a sentence is the other
words that can so easily divert your attention from the real subject.
Tip: The subject is not necessarily the word closest to the verb.
In the sentence “The sum of the three numbers is 20,” the subject
is sum not numbers. (The point of the sentence is “The sum is 20.”)

Examples:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The total (it) of the two checks is $1,300.
One (it) of the checks is for $300.
His response (it) to their suggestions was positive.
The time (it) for a few changes has come.
Guideline 1: The title of a play, movie, book, song, etc., is singular.

Examples:
1. “Cats” has become one of the longest-running musicals on Broadway.
2. “The Three Musketeers” was written by Alexandre Dumas.
But
3. Dumas’s three musketeers were Athos, Porthos, and Aramis.
Rule 3: “The number of … ” is singular.
“A number of … ” is plural.

Examples:
1. The number of possibilities is almost infinite.
2. A number of solutions were quickly identified.

Chapter 5
Vocabulary
When you speak or write, to be understood by others you must be able to
express yourself with an adequate vocabulary. So, too, when you listen to
someone or you read a document, to correctly receive the message you need
an adequate understanding of the words used.
A strong vocabulary is a practical tool for both business and everyday
communication. The more words of a given language you know, the more
effectively you can express yourself in that language.
To help you expand your vocabulary, this chapter covers the following topics:

 Practical Everyday Words
 Troublesome Everyday Words
 More Troublesome Words
 Taken-for-Granted Everyday Words
 A Few Deceptive Words
 Shortened Versions of Everyday Words
 Words of Foreign Origin
 Practical Vocabulary Building
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hoi polloi (n.)
hoity-toity (adj.)

=
=

common folk, lowbrow
pompous, stuck-up

prescribe (v.)
proscribe (v.)

=
=

recommend, suggest
forbid, prohibit

Shortened Versions of Everyday Words
Some words are replaced by shorter versions of themselves so often that,
after a while, we might not remember what the original word is; or we might
not have known there was even a connection. A few examples follow:
Popular Usage
ad
email
fax
fridge
hype
M.O.
pen
perk
promo
recap

Full Word or Expression
advertisement
electronic mail
facsimile (copy)
refrigerator
hyperbole (exaggeration, excess)
modus operandi, method of operation
penitentiary (prison)
perquisite (bonus, privilege)
promotion (publicity)
recapitulation (summary, brief review)

Words of Foreign Origin
Exploration, migration, royal marriages, war, and other factors have
influenced the evolution of languages worldwide throughout history. The
English language is no exception to this reality.
This section focuses primarily on the influence of other languages,
particularly Latin and Greek, on English words in common use today.
Understanding the origins of these words can significantly improve not only
your vocabulary, but your grammar and spelling as well.
This section covers the following elements:




Plurals
Prefixes…and More
Other Foreign Influences

Chapter 6
Writing
If you can think, you can write: Writing is merely one method of expressing
thoughts, ideas. Nonetheless, to write at least adequately, you must express
those thoughts and ideas with some conformity to certain established
standards, particularly those for grammar, spelling, and word usage.
To assist you in this area, this Writing chapter covers the following topics:

 Writing Sentences
 Developing Paragraphs
 Composing Correspondence

81

Grammar

83

Writing Sentences
A sentence is the smallest complete unit in a written document. It most
typically ends with a period (.), a question mark (?), or an exclamation mark
(!). With one or more sentences you build paragraphs, and with paragraphs
you build entire documents.
This section offers the following strategies and pointers for writing effective
sentences:







Avoid Sentence Fragments
Avoid Run-On Sentences
Write Concise Sentences
Write Strong Sentences
Place Modifiers Correctly
Use Parallel Structure

Avoid Sentence Fragments: A sentence represents a complete
thought or idea. It must have a subject and a verb and must make sense. If
any of these three elements is missing, you have only a sentence fragment.
NOTE: The part of a sentence that includes the verb is called the predicate.

Rule 1: Avoid sentence fragments.
The video game that he wants. (Fragment. It has a subject and a
verb, but it does not make sense as it stands.)
The video game that he wants is on sale. (Complete)
Which video game is on sale? (Complete)
The one that he wants. (Fragment, but makes sense as a response.)
He wants to buy the video game. Because it’s on sale. (Fragment)
He wants to buy the video game, because it’s on sale. (Complete
with comma.)
He plays video games. (Complete.)

As you see, length itself does not determine whether you have a complete
sentence or just a fragment.

Grammar
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