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Appendix A
Grammar

     In our grandparents' day, students spent hours diagramming sentences, breaking them down into nouns, verbs, pronouns and the dozens of other segments that describe sentence parts. Today, grammar is not given as much attention in schools, and for journalists, whose living depends on mastery of the language, this is inadequate training. 

     One way journalists cope with this inadequacy is to invest in a handbook of grammar. It not only solves grammatical problems quickly, but it expands the journalist's writing range. 

     Think of the humiliation a New York Times reporter experienced when he saw in print this sentence he had written: 

     While urging parents to remain loving, the program, which is controversial in that it's techniques are considered questionable by a good number of experts, advises them to stop being intimidated and manipulated by their misbehaving children. 

     Contorted as this sentence is, the one error that shouts for attention is the use of it's for its. 

     The following guide will help you avoid the grammatical errors that afflict writers. 

Agreement

     A verb must agree in number with its subject. Writers encounter trouble when they are unsure of the subject or when they cannot decide whether the subject is singular or plural. 

     Uncertainty often arises when there are words between the subject and the verb: 

     WRONG: John, as well as several others in the class, were unhappy with the instructor. 

     RIGHT: John, as well as several others in the class, was unhappy with the instructor. 

     The subject is John, singular. 

     WRONG: The barrage of traffic noises, telephone calls and similar interruptions make it difficult to study. 

     RIGHT: The barrage of traffic noises, telephone calls and similar interruptions makes it difficult to study. 

     The subject is barrage, singular. 

     A collective noun takes a singular verb when the group is considered a unit and a plural verb when the individuals are thought of separately: 

     RIGHT: The committee usually votes unanimously. 

     RIGHT: The family lives around the corner. 

     RIGHT: The family were gathered around the fire, some reading, some napping. 

     The pronouns anybody, anyone, each, either, everyone, everybody, neither, no one, nobody, someone and somebody take the singular verb. 

     A pronoun must agree in number with its antecedent. 

     WRONG: The team has added two players to their squad. 

     RIGHT: The team has added two players to its squad. 

     WRONG: Everyone does their best. 

     RIGHT: Everyone does his or her best. 

     WRONG: Each of the companies reported their profits had declined. 

     RIGHT: Each of the companies reported its profits had declined.

Dangling Modifier

     Another trouble spot is the dangling modifier--the word, phrase or clause that does not refer logically or clearly to some word in the sentence. We all know what these look like: Walking through the woods, the trees loomed up. 

     The italicized phrase is a dangling participle, the most common of these errors. 

     There are also dangling infinitive phrases: To learn to shoot well, courses in marksmanship were offered. 

     The way to correct the dangling modifier is to add words that make the meaning clear or to rearrange the words in the sentence to make the modifier refer to the correct word. We can easily fix the two sentences: 

· Walking through the woods, the runaway boy felt the trees loom up at him. 

· To learn to shoot well, the police were offered courses in marksmanship. 

Misplaced Words

     Related parts of the sentence should not be separated. When they are separated, the sentence loses clarity. 

     Adverbs such as almost, even, hardly, just, merely, scarcely, ever and nearly should be placed immediately before the words they modify: 

     VAGUE: He only wanted three keys. 

     CLEAR: He wanted only three keys. 

     VAGUE: He nearly ate the whole meal. 

     CLEAR: He ate nearly the whole meal. 

     Avoid splitting the subject and verb: 

     AWKWARD: He, to make his point, shouted at the bartender. 

     BETTER: To make his point, he shouted at the bartender. 

     Do not separate parts of verb phrases: 

     AWKWARD: The governor said she had last year seen the document. 

     BETTER: The governor said she had seen the document last year. 

     Avoid split infinitives: 

     AWKWARD: She offered to personally give him the note. 

     BETTER: She offered to give him the note personally. 

     Note: Watch long sentences. Misplaced clauses and phrases can muddy the intended meaning. Read the sentence aloud if you are unsure about the placement of certain words. Generally, the problem can be solved by placing the subject and verb of the main clause together. 

Parallel Construction

     The parts of a sentence that express parallel thoughts should be balanced in grammatical form: 

      

     UNBALANCED: The people started to shove and crowding each other. 

     BALANCED: The people started to shove and crowd each other. 

     UNBALANCED: The computer can be used for writing and to do finger exercises. 

     BALANCED: The computer can be used for writing and for doing finger exercises. 

Pronouns

     A pronoun should agree with its antecedent in number, person and gender. The most common errors are shifts in number and shifts in person. 

     WRONG: The organization added basketball and hockey to their winter program. 

     RIGHT: The organization added basketball and hockey to its winter program. 

     The pronoun its agrees in number with its antecedent, the organization. 

     WRONG: When one wants to ski, you have to buy good equipment. 

     RIGHT: When one wants to ski, he or she has to buy good equipment. 

     The pronouns he and she agree in person with the antecedent, one. 

     A common error is to give teams, groups and organizations the plural pronoun: 

     WRONG: The team played their best shortstop. 

     RIGHT: The team played its best shortstop. 

     WRONG: The Police Department wants recruits. They need 1,500 applicants. 

     RIGHT: The Police Department wants recruits. It needs 1,500 applicants. 

Sentence Fragments

     A phrase or a subordinate clause should not be used as a complete sentence: 

     FRAGMENT: The book was long. And dull. 

     CORRECT: The book was long and dull. 

     FRAGMENT: The score was tied. With only a minute left to play. 

     CORRECT: The score was tied with only a minute left to play. 

     FRAGMENT: He worked all night on the story. And then collapsed in a heap. 

     CORRECT: He worked all night on the story and then collapsed in a heap. 

     Note: Sometimes writers use a sentence fragment for a specific writing purpose, usually for emphasis: When in doubt, always use the dictionary. Always.
Sequence of Tenses

     One of the most troublesome grammatical areas for the beginning journalist is the use of tenses. Because the newspaper story is almost always told in the past tense, this is the anchoring tense from which changes are made. 

     WRONG: He looked into the briefcase and finds a small parcel. 

     RIGHT: He looked into the briefcase and found a small parcel. 

     Not all changes from past to present are incorrect. The present tense can be used to describe universal truths and situations that are permanently true: 

     The Court said the Constitution requires due process. 

     When two actions are being described and one was completed before the other occurred, a tense change from the past to the past perfect is best for reader comprehension: 

     The police officer testified that he had placed his revolver on the table. 

     Broadcast writers, who tell most of their stories in the present tense, can handle similar situations with a change from the present tense to the present perfect: 

     The company denies it has paid women less than men for comparable work. 

     In the course of the story, the tense should not make needless shifts from sentence to sentence. The reader is directed by the verb, and if the verb is incorrect, the reader is likely to be confused: 

     CONFUSING: Moore said he shot the animal in the back. It escaped from the pen in which it was kept. 

     The reader wonders: Did the animal escape after it was shot, or did it escape and then it was shot? If the former, inserting the word then at the start of the second sentence or before the verb would help make it clear. If the animal escaped and then was shot, the second sentence should use the past perfect tense to indicate this: 

     CLEAR: It had escaped from the pen in which it was kept. 

	

	Hopeless

	     "I have a spelling test I give to our applicants. I don't know why I do it. If I rejected everyone who failed that spelling test I'd never be able to hire anyone." --Robert E. Rhodes, managing editor, Corpus Christi (Texas) Caller-Times 


Spelling

     Good spellers use the dictionary. Poor spellers do not. Every editor knows that some writers cannot spell well. Editors accept this, but they do not accept excuses for misspelled words. They expect all their reporters to use the dictionary. 

     The first step in improving spelling is to diagnose the particular spelling problem. One frequent cause of misspellings is mispronunciation. We spell as we pronounce, and if we say goverment, sophmore, Febuary, athalete and hinderance, this is how we will spell these words--incorrectly. 

     Sometimes we are fooled by words that sound alike or nearly alike but have different meanings: 

	accent, ascent, assent 
	formally, formerly

	accept, except 
	irrelevant, irreverent 

	advice, advise 
	later, latter 

	affect, effect 
	loose, lose 

	allusive, elusive, illusive 
	moral, morale 

	altar, alter 
	precede, proceed 

	capital, capitol 
	prophecy, prophesy 

	choose, chose 
	respectfully, respectively 

	complement, compliment 
	stationary, stationery 

	decent, descent, dissent 
	who's, whose 


     One way to overcome a spelling problem is to keep a list of words you often misspell. Poor spellers usually assume they are spelling correctly, which is one reason poor spellers give for not using the dictionary. To start your list, here is a compilation of commonly misspelled words. Look them over. If any surprise you, jot them down. 

	accommodate
	environment
	nuclear

	alot
	exaggerate
	occurrence

	already
	exhilarate
	parallel

	altogether
	exorbitant
	possess

	arctic
	February
	precede

	athlete
	finally
	prejudice

	calendar
	forty
	privilege

	career
	grammar
	restaurant

	cemetery
	governor
	seize

	commitment
	harass
	separate

	competent
	hindrance
	siege

	consensus
	immediately
	sophomore

	dependent
	indispensable
	strictly

	descendant
	judgment
	tragedy

	ecstasy
	lightning
	truly

	eighth
	mathematics
	undoubtedly

	embarrass
	nickel
	vacuum

	villain
	weird
	


     A dictionary is kept at hand on the desk. Many reporters carry pocket dictionaries with them on assignments. 

Usage

     The dictionary is a guide to meaning as well as to spelling. Here are words that are frequently confused. They are not synonyms.

	anticipate, expect 
	lay, lie

	because, since 
	lighted, lit 

	boycott, embargo 
	like, as 

	compose, comprise, constitute 
	majority, plurality 

	convince, persuade 
	misdemeanor, felony 

	due to, because of 
	pretense, pretext 

	fewer, less 
	rack, wrack 

	flaunt, flout 
	ravage, ravish 

	imply, infer 
	rebut, refute 

	last, latest 
	rifle, riffle 


Jargon 

     Avoid using the specialized terminology of the sciences, arts and academic disciplines. Jargon is unintelligible to laypeople, and when it comes into common usage, as has much computer terminology, it is pretentious. 

     JARGON: As a caterer, she interfaces with many of the city's most prominent businesspeople. 

     BETTER: As a caterer, she meets many of the city's most prominent businesspeople. 

     JARGON: Many people have been losing money in the bear market. 

     BETTER: Many people have been losing money as prices on the stock market have declined. 

Clichés 

     Many once brilliant metaphors and figures of speech are now so commonplace that they are bankrupt of meaning. Don't rely on clichés such as these to describe a situation or to present an image: an eye for an eye, a far cry, nose to the grindstone, beast of burden, high time, water under the bridge, when the chickens come home to roost. 

     Because these sentences and phrases are heard everywhere, all the time, writers have them imprinted in their memory banks, and in the writer's struggle to find an apt expression they pop out. Shove them back in again. 

     George Orwell advised writers to be wary of using any phrase they are accustomed to seeing in print. 

Wordiness 

     Good writing is crisp and clear. Each word contributes to the meaning of the sentence. Flabby writing can be improved by trimming useless words. Usually this means letting nouns and verbs do the work. 

     One way to tighten a sentence is to use the positive form for assertions. The positive form not only shortens the sentence, but also replaces adjectives or verb phrases with active verbs. 

     WORDY: Ms. Jones said she would not buy the company's products because the company advertises on television programs that portray violence. 

     BETTER: Ms. Jones said she would boycott the company's products because the company advertises on television programs that portray violence. 

     WORDY: In a campus poll, 35 percent of freshmen said they do not trust politicians. 

     BETTER: In a campus poll, 35 percent of freshmen said they distrust politicians. 

     A change from the negative to the positive form emphasizes the meanings of subject complements: 

     WEAK: Three of the six council members were not present at last night's meeting. 

     STRONGER: Three of the six council members were absent from last night's meeting. 

     WEAK: Professor Smith does not care about her students' complaints about homework. 

     STRONGER: Professor Smith is indifferent to her students' complaints about homework. 

     Writers who make each word count avoid the use of qualifying adjectives and adverbs such as very, rather, quite, kind of, sort of and somewhat. A play that is very good is simply good--unless it is excellent. A man who is rather tall is tall--or he towers. Someone who is rather tired is either tired or exhausted. 

     The use of modifiers also leads to another symptom of muddy writing: redundancies.

     Editor & Publisher carried this cutline: 

     The Associated Press staff in Santiago, Chile, goes back to work after armed gunmen from the Manuel Rodriguez Patriotic Front raided the office. 

     If the raiders were gunmen, obviously they were armed. 

     The use of adjectives and adverbs leads to these absurdities: 

	fatally killed 
	successfully docked

	first annual 
	totally destroyed

	serious crisis 
	


     Here is a list of the most common redundancies seen in newspaper copy. It was compiled by the Minnesota Newspaper Association: 

	absolutely necessary 
	important essentials 

	advance planning 
	necessary requirements 

	ask the question 
	open up 

	assemble together 
	other alternative 

	at a later day 
	patently obvious 

	at the present time 
	postpone until later 

	attached hereto 
	plain and simple 

	canceled out 
	reasonable and fair 

	carbon copy 
	redo again 

	city of Chicago 
	refer back 

	close proximity 
	refuse and decline 

	consensus of opinion 
	revert back 

	continue on 
	right and proper 

	cooperate together 
	rise up 

	each and every 
	rules and regulations 

	enclosed you will find 
	sent in 

	exactly identical 
	small in size 

	fair and just 
	still remain 

	fall down 
	temporarily suspended 

	first and foremost 
	totally unnecessary 

	friend of mine 
	true facts 

	gathered together 
	various and sundry 

	honest truth 
	


     Sometimes redundancies and other useless words come in the form of prepositions added to verbs:

	call up 
	pay out

	drop off 
	send off, send over

	end up 
	shout out

	go out 
	start up


     WORDY: She immediately called up her doctor. 

     BETTER: She immediately called her doctor. 

     WORDY: The couple paid out $30,000 in back taxes. 

     BETTER: The couple paid $30,000 in back taxes. 

     WORDY: Doc's Diner's sales have dropped off 15 percent since the campus grill opened up in October. 

     BETTER: Doc's Diner's sales have dropped 15 percent since the campus grill opened in October. 

     Another way to tighten your writing is to combine sentences: 

     WORDY: Mitch Ellington is the youngest player to make a hole-in-one on the course. He is 13. 

     BETTER: Thirteen-year-old Mitch Ellington is the youngest player to make a hole-in-one on the course. 

For more instructions and useful exercises and tests, see the self-teaching CD-ROM wrapped with this textbook, Brush Up: A Quick Guide to Basic Writing and Math Skills. 
