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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)
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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






A–Z
of
Punctuation



Apostrophe

An apostrophe (’) is a punctuation mark used:

● to show possession (e.g. one dog’s kennel, two dogs’ kennel)

● in time expressions (e.g. a day’s pay, two weeks’ holiday)

● in contractions (e.g. can’t, isn’t, don’t)

● to show an awkward plural, if it helps your readers (e.g. Hawaii has two i’s.).

Apostrophes are not used:

● to show normal plurals (e.g. three cat’s ✘, two video’s ✘)

● randomly before the letter s (e.g. He like’s me. ✘).

EXAMPLES USED FOR POSSESSION

● Wagner’s music is better than it sounds. (Author Mark Twain)

● My reputation as a ladies’ man led to 10,000 nights alone. (Singer Leonard Cohen)

The big question is whether to put the apostrophe before or after the s.

Basic Rule: The apostrophe goes before the s for a singular possessor (e.g. one dog’s kennel) and after the s when there are two or more possessors (e.g. two dogs’ kennel).

In these examples, dog and dogs are the possessors. The position of the apostrophe has nothing to do with kennel. The thing being possessed (let’s call it the ‘possessee’) can be singular or plural. It has no influence on where the apostrophe goes:

● one dog’s dinner, one dog’s dinners, two dogs’ dinner, two dogs’ dinners. ✔

For the rest of this section, we’re going to use the terms ‘possessor’ (here, dog or dogs) and ‘possessee’ (here, dinner or dinners). These are not common terms for explaining how to use apostrophes for possession, but they should be. (‘Possessors’ are really called possessive nouns, and ‘possessees’ are really the complements of possessive nouns.)

The basic rule seems quite straightforward, but there are four quirks.

Quirk 1. A plural possessor that doesn’t end in s (e.g. children, women, people, men). In this case, put your apostrophe before the s.

● children’s toys, men’s sizes, people’s poet (Possession is sometimes used in the loosest terms. For example, women’s hat is a hat for women, and Picasso’s painting is a painting by Picasso.)

Quirk 2. A singular possessor that ends in s. In this case (e.g. Wales, Moses, Chris Wells), either add just an apostrophe or an apostrophe and s, depending on how you (yes, you personally) pronounce it.

● Dr Evans’ report (correct for those who say Dr Evans report)

● Dr Evans’s report (correct for those who say Dr Evansiz report)

It’s a common convention (by no means a rule) to use just an apostrophe with religious characters and ancient Greek and Roman names.

● Moses’ tablet was the first to download files from a cloud.

● Zeus’ thunderbolts didn’t always hit their targets.

Quirk 3. A possessor that’s a compound noun. With a compound noun like mother-in-law, add ’s to the end, regardless of whether it is singular or plural.




	Singular

	Plural




	sister-in-law’s car

	sisters-in-law’s husbands




	maid of honour’s bouquet

	maids of honour’s dresses





Quirk 4. Two possessors. With two possessors, apply the apostrophe ruling to both for individual ownership but just the second for joint ownership.

● Andrew’s and Jacob’s factories (individual ownership)

● Andrew and Jacob’s factory (joint ownership)

● India’s and Pakistan’s problems (individual ownership, i.e. separate problems)

● India and Pakistan’s problems (joint ownership, i.e. common to both)

With the individual-ownership construction, it might be unclear whether a plural possessee (factories in the first example) means ‘one each’ or ‘more than one each’. Without context, readers will assume that Andrew has one factory and Jacob has one. Another construction is required if this is not the case. (Andrew’s factories and Jacob’s factories is one option.)

EXAMPLES USED IN TIME, VALUE AND DISTANCE EXPRESSIONS

Apostrophes are used in time expressions (also called temporal expressions) such as a day’s pay and two weeks’ notice. The big question with these is where to put the apostrophe, and the good news is we’ve already covered it. The apostrophe goes before the s for a single unit of time (e.g. one day’s pay) and after the s when it’s plural (e.g. two days’ pay).

● I never did a day’s work in my life. It was all fun. (Inventor Thomas Edison)

● Fill the unforgiving minute with sixty seconds’ worth of distance run. (Poet Rudyard Kipling)

The next examples relate to value and distance.

● Lee has eaten a pound’s worth of liquorice and two pounds’ worth of sherbet.

● My neighbour has had 44 concussions. He lives close to me – a stone’s throw away, in fact. (Anon)

EXAMPLES USED TO REPLACE LETTERS

An apostrophe can be used to replace a letter (or letters) in a word to reflect how we speak. More often than not, this practice will involve merging two words into one. (See Contraction.)

● When I was born, I was so surprised I didn’t talk for a year and a half. (Comedian Gracie Allen)
(Here, didn’t is a contraction of did and not. The apostrophe replaces the o in not.)

● I’d agree, but then we’d both be wrong. (Anon)
(Here, I’d is a contraction of I would, and we’d is a contraction of we would.)

EXAMPLES IN AWKWARD PLURALS

Apostrophes are not normally used to show plurals, and lots of your readers will hate it if you use an apostrophe for this purpose. However, there are times when it helps.

● There are no a’s in definite and definitely.

● You use too many but’s in your writing.

● Your z’s look like 2’s.

WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT APOSTROPHES?

You will notice that the top four mistakes that could damage your credibility are all linked to apostrophes. So, it’s worth learning about them. You are definitely being judged. Here are the key issues related to apostrophes.

Issue 1. Be accurate when identifying your possessor. Identify the posessor and then put the apostrophe immediately after it. If you do this, you can ignore the first two quirks.




	Category

	What are you trying to say?

	Write it with no apostrophe

	Identify the possessor

	Put your apostrophe immediately afterwards




	singular noun

	ball of the dog

	dogs ball

	dog

	dog’s ball ✔




	plural noun

	kennel of the dogs

	dogs kennel

	dogs

	dogs’ kennel ✔




	plural noun not ending in s

	poet of the people

	peoples poet

	people

	people’s poet ✔




	singular noun ending in s

	emblem of

	Wales

	Wales emblem Wales

	Wales’ emblem ✔ (see quirk 2)





If you identify the possessor accurately and put your apostrophe next, it will always be correct. Always.

● Charles Dickens’ novel
(His name is Charles Dickens.)

● John Dicken’s profile
(This person is John Dicken.)

Interestingly, possessive apostrophes are linked to those that replace letters. In old English, possession was shown by adding es (e.g. doges nose, dogses noses). The apostrophe later replaced the e or the es to reflect how people spoke, giving us dog’s nose and dogs’ noses.

This little history lesson gives us another simple process that works for every type of noun, regardless of its ending or whether it’s singular or plural. First, identify the possessor and add es (like they used to). Then replace the e with an apostrophe. If the word now ends s’s (which is a bit scruffy), delete the last s.




	Category

	Word to make possessive

	Add es

	Replace e with apostrophe

	If it ends s’s, delete the last




	singular noun

	man

	manes

	man’s

	man’s ✔




	plural noun

	slugs

	slugses

	slugs’s

	slugs’ ✔




	plural noun

	women

	womenes

	women’s

	women’s ✔




	not ending s singular noun ending s

	species

	specieses

	species’s (see quirk 2)

	species’ ✔





Issue 2. Don’t add an apostrophe just because a word ends with an s. This is a common mistake, and it’s a credibility-smashing howler.

● I like pig’s. Dog’s look up to us. Cat’s look down on us. Pig’s treat us as equal’s. ✘

● Tomato’s and oregano make it Italian; wine and tarragon, French; garlic, good. ✘ (Nouns ending in an o or a (video’s ✘ banana’s ✘) are especially prone to this error.)

● A spoken word is not a sparrow. Once it fly’s out, you cannot catch it. ✘
(This mistake occurs with verbs too. This should be flies.)

Issue 3. Don’t use an apostrophe just because you’ve written a unit of time in the plural (e.g. seconds, hours, weeks, days, years). Only use an apostrophe where the word of could have been used.

● a year’s insurance (a year of insurance), two weeks’ holiday (two weeks of holiday) ✔

● Old age is always 15 years’ older than I am. ✘ (Badly written quotation of painter Francis Bacon)

Issue 4. Be careful with it’s, you’re and they’re. Don’t confuse the contractions it’s, you’re and they’re with its, your and there/their. A mistake involving one of these is a howler.

Here’s a fool-proof way to avoid a mistake with it’s, you’re or they’re: never use them. This tip works because you can always expand them to it is (or it has), you are or they are. So, you don’t need to use them at all. A bit draconian? Okay, let’s soften the tip. If you can’t expand your it’s, you’re or they’re to the full version, then you should be using its, your or their/there. (See also Determiner.)

Issue 5. The contractions could’ve, should’ve and would’ve expand to could have, should have and would have. You won’t get away with writing could of, should of or would of. Not once.

● Could of ironed it. ✘
(In March 2018, an internet troll posted a picture of a badly creased International Women’s Day banner with the caption above. He was attacked more for writing could of than for being sexist.)

Issue 6. Think seriously about avoiding an apostrophe that shows an awkward plural. This is still highly unpopular, so it’s worth looking for an alternative.

● There is no A in definite or definitely.
(Instead of ‘There are no a’s in definite and definitely.’)

● You use ‘but’ too much in your writing.
(Instead of ‘You use too many but’s in your writing.’)

● Your Zs look like 2s.
(Instead of ‘Your z’s look like 2’s.’)

If the alternative looks unwieldy, use an apostrophe for your plural – and fight like a dog if challenged.

KEY POINTS

When showing possession, everything to the left of the apostrophe is the possessor.

If you can’t expand your it’s, you’re or they’re to a two-word version, then it’s wrong.

Don’t write could of, should of or would of. Ever.

Don’t shove an apostrophe into a word just because it ends with an s.



Brackets (Round)

Round brackets ( ) are used:

● to insert additional information into text (the additional information is usually an expansion or clarification of whatever preceded, or an afterthought)

● to introduce an abbreviation

● to show a plural option alongside a singular one.

EXAMPLES TO INSERT ADDITIONAL INFORMATION INTO TEXT

● The stegosaurus (a genus of herbivorous thyreophoran dinosaur) was predated by the allosaurus.
(The round brackets insert an expansion.)

● The stegosaurus (the herbivore with scales on its back and a spikey tail) weighed the same as a car.
(The round brackets insert a clarification.)

● The plates on a stegosaurus’s back were for display. (It is unlikely they had a thermoregulatory function like an elephant’s ears.)
(The round brackets insert an afterthought.)

The additional information (italics) is called a parenthesis. A parenthesis can be removed without any loss of meaning.

EXAMPLES TO INTRODUCE AN ABBREVIATION

If there’s a chance your readers might not be familiar with an abbreviation, it is standard practice to write it out in full the first time it’s used and to put the abbreviation in brackets afterwards.

● The Master of Business Administration (MBA) teaches business management.

EXAMPLES TO SHOW A PLURAL OPTION

● Please append the name of your guest(s) to the list.
(This avoids ‘your guest or guests’.)

When using brackets to show a plural option, it could start getting complicated if you provided an option with everything that ought to change.

● Ensure the rod(s) is (are) aligned with the top section.
(This is untidy.)

● The routine uses the output(s) of that (those) process(es).
(This is almost unreadable.)

The normal practice is to use (s) or (es) with just the key word and to treat everything else as singular.

● The routine uses the output of that process(es).

Using brackets to present two ideas at once is sometimes used for a bit of fun.

● Bring your A game on Monday. We’re going to crack Mission (Im)possible.

● I’m calling it an (experi)mental project.

WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT ROUND BRACKETS?

Here are the three most common issues raised regarding round brackets.

Issue 1. Brackets are considered informal. Brackets are a great way to add additional information because they’re easy to spot and won’t disrupt reading flow. However, lots of businesses and universities do not permit their use in formal documents. Don’t worry. You can use commas or dashes instead.

● The stegosaurus, the best-known herbivorous dinosaur, had a brain the size of a ping-pong ball.

● The stegosaurus – the iconic dinosaur that lived 150 million years ago – had a top speed of five miles per hour.

Be aware that brackets trump commas and dashes when used like this:

● A large stegosaurus could be 9 metres (29.5 feet) long and weigh 7 tonnes (15,432 pounds).
(Everyone permits brackets for this purpose.)

The advantages and disadvantages of brackets, commas and dashes are covered in Parentheses.

Issue 2. Uncertainty over whether the full stop goes inside or outside the close bracket. The big question with brackets is where to put the end punctuation (usually a full stop). Does it go inside or outside the brackets? When using brackets, the positioning of end punctuation follows logic. Sometimes it goes outside the close bracket, and sometimes it goes inside.

● She will ride a pony. (However, she will not ride a Dartmoor pony.) ✔ (The full stop belongs to the full sentence in the brackets.)

● She will ride a pony (but not a Dartmoor pony). ✔ (The full stop belongs to the main sentence, not to the text in the brackets.)

● She will ride a pony (she told me yesterday) but not a Dartmoor pony. ✔ (The text inside the brackets (i.e. the parenthesis) is a standalone sentence within another sentence. When this happens, you should start the parenthesis with a lowercase letter and omit the full stop.)

Things can get quirky with question marks and exclamation marks because you might need to double up on end punctuation. The principle is the same: end punctuation follows logic.

● The group paid with a stolen credit card (my credit card!). ✔
(The exclamation mark belongs with my credit card, and the full stop ends the whole sentence.)

● The group paid with a stolen credit card (didn’t you lose your card?). ✔
(The question mark belongs with the bracketed question, while the full stop ends the sentence.)

Issue 3. There can be uncertainty with capital letters when expanding an abbreviation. When introducing an abbreviation, there’s nothing to think about if the abbreviation represents the name of something (i.e. a proper noun).

● The motto for the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is ‘fidelity, bravery, integrity’.

If your abbreviation does not represent a proper noun, you must decide whether to use capital letters.

● Food crops are the most controversial genetically modified organism (GMO). (With this style, the definition of the abbreviation isn’t immediately obvious.)

● The term Genetically Modified Organism (GMO) was popularised by the media, not scientists.
(The capital letters aren’t justifiable under capitalisation rules, but the definition of the abbreviation now stands out.)

So, each option has a pro and a con. If the institution you’re writing for doesn’t offer any guidelines, then pick a method and be consistent. (If you go for the ‘non-caps’ option, you’ll have far fewer pedants on your case.)

KEY POINTS

Brackets are a great way to insert additional information (called a parenthesis). You can insert additional information using commas or dashes if you think brackets are too clumsy.

The placement of end punctuation with a close bracket follows logic (like this). (It just follows logic.)



Brackets (Square)

Square brackets [ ] are used in quotations to show that the text within is not the work of the original author. More specifically, they are used in quotations:

● to explain something in the quotation

● to modify the quotation

● to replace unnecessary text with […] (called an ellipsis).

Conversely, they are used with [sic] to show that the quoted text is the work of the original author.

EXAMPLES TO EXPLAIN SOMETHING IN A QUOTATION

In these examples, the original text is intact, but an explanation has been inserted using square brackets. Square brackets tell your readers that the bracketed text did not feature in the original.

● ‘Most people save all their lives and leave it [their money] to somebody else.’
(Actress Hedy Lamarr)

● ‘It [electricity] is really just organized lightning.’ (Comedian George Carlin)

EXAMPLES TO MODIFY A QUOTATION

In the next examples, the original text has been modified. The words that needed explaining have been replaced with the explanations.

● ‘Most people save all their lives and leave [their money] to somebody else.’

● ‘[Electricity] is really just organized lightning.’

This technique is also used to alter a quotation to ensure it aligns grammatically.

● Angela Merkel believes ‘it’s [her] damn duty and obligation to do everything possible for Europe to find a united path.’
(The original quotation was ‘It’s my damn duty …’)

● Quoting author Flannery O’Connor, Jason often reminded his children that ‘[t]he truth [did] not change according to [their] ability to stomach it.’
(Original ‘The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it’.)

Typically, aligning a quotation means changing a pronoun (e.g. my to his) or changing a verb tense (e.g. does to did). Some people also like to show that a capital letter has been changed to a lowercase letter, as in the second example. (That’s a bit much, IMHO.) If you find yourself tweaking other types of words, be careful not to change the intended meaning of the quotation. Also, if you find yourself over-tweaking, try to revert to the original quotation.

● Alice Cooper famously said that ‘from the moment [he] leave[s] [his] house or hotel room, the public owns [him].’ ✘ (This is a mess.)

● Alice Cooper famously said: ‘From the moment I leave my house or hotel room, the public owns me.’ ✔ (This is much tidier.)

EXAMPLES TO REPLACE UNNECESSARY TEXT

Three dots (called an ellipsis) are often used to show that text has been omitted from a quotation. An ellipsis punctuation mark is written ‘...’ or ‘[...]’.

● Education is the most powerful weapon […] to change the world.
(President Nelson Mandela) (The ellipsis replaces the words ‘which you can use’.)

● Andy Warhol is the only genius […] with an IQ of 60. (Author Gore Vidal) (The ellipsis replaces the words ‘I’ve ever known’.)

EXAMPLES WITH [SIC]

The term ‘[sic]’ shows that the preceding text featured in the original quotation. Often, [sic] is used to indicate that a writing error was committed by the original author.

● He claimed his statement was ‘appropriate and did not undermine the moral [sic] of our troops’.
(It should be morale, not moral.)

[Sic] is the opening word of sic erat scriptum (Latin for ‘thus was it written’). It is not an acronym meaning ‘said in copy’ or ‘spelling is correct’. Therefore, [s.i.c.] is wrong. [sic] is not solely used for highlighting writing errors. It can be used to highlight unusual word usage (e.g. archaisms, dialectic language), surprising facts or facts known to be wrong.

WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT SQUARE BRACKETS?

There are two good reasons to care about square brackets.

Reason 1. Square brackets allow you to fit quotations snugly into your work. Quotations are a great way to incorporate information from other sources into your writing, and they are particularly useful for supporting arguments. Quotations carry a sense of honesty and believability. They’re like an impartial vote for your assertion. You can use square brackets to trim quotations to fit into your writing. So, chop and change away, but remember not to change the intended meaning.

Reason 2. Slam someone with [sic]. If you’re ever the recipient of antagonistic correspondence that contains a writing error, you could use [sic] to slam the sender for their error.

● Antagonist: I am not adverse to change, but I will not be voting for your proposal. You: I’m pleased you’re not adverse [sic] to change because my proposal has been approved.
(The antagonist should have used averse. Using [sic] this way is fairly aggressive. Do it sparingly.)

KEY POINT

Use square brackets to make quotations clearer or a better fit for your work, but take care not to change the original meaning.



Colon

A colon (:) is a punctuation mark used as a separator. Also called a ‘full colon’, a colon is used:

● at the end of an introduction (e.g. I know this much: he is disappointed.)

● before an end-of-sentence appositive (e.g. He needs just one trait: discipline.)

● before quotations (e.g. Here’s my advice: ‘Don’t jump’.)

● in references, ratios, times and titles (e.g. Read Matthew 2:1 before 11:00.).

EXAMPLES IN INTRODUCTIONS

● I have made an important discovery: alcohol, taken in sufficient quantities, produces all the effects of intoxication. (Playwright Oscar Wilde)
(Notice how the text on the right of the colon equals an important discovery in the introduction.)

● Here’s my advice for those who want to receive the Lifetime Achievement Award. Start early! (Actress Shirley Temple)
(Notice how the text on the right of the colon equals my advice. Also, when the text on the right is a sentence, it can be written with a capital letter.)

EXAMPLES WITH APPOSITIVES AT THE END OF A SENTENCE

A colon can be used to introduce an appositive (an ‘equal term’ that renames something previously mentioned; see also Appositive).

● He blamed his divorce on one thing: beer.
(The appositive is beer. It renames one thing.)

● In life, you need three things: a wishbone, a backbone and a funny bone. (Anon) (The appositive renames three things.)

You might find it useful to think of a colon as an equals sign (=).

● I would like to change just one aspect of your draft: the words.
(one aspect = the words)

● The Victorian printing set is missing the following characters: Q, R, K and the question mark.
(following characters = Q, R, K and the question mark)

EXAMPLES IN REFERENCES, RATIOS, TIMES AND TITLES

A colon can be used as a separator in references, ratios, times and titles.

● Genesis 1:1 starts ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.’
(Reference)

● It’s myth that the ratio of women to men in Nottingham is 6:1. (Ratio)

● The happiest hour of the day is between 19:00 and 20:00. (Time)

● The marathon world record is 2:02:57. The 800-metre world record is 1:40.91. (Time) (Colons can be used in timings greater than a minute.)

● Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest (Title)
(A comma or the word or are also commonly used to separate a title from a subtitle.)

EXAMPLES WITH QUOTATIONS

A quotation can be preceded by a colon, a comma or nothing. You should opt for a colon when the introduction is an independent clause (i.e. when it could stand alone as a sentence). You could also opt for a colon if the quotation itself is an independent clause, especially if you intend to start it with a capital letter.

● The guides in Gibraltar give the same advice: ‘Leave the apes alone, and they’ll leave you alone.’

● The prisoner muttered: ‘Leave me alone.’
(You could use a comma here. See also Quotation Marks.)

WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT COLONS?

There are three noteworthy reasons to care about colons.

Reason 1. Use an end-of-sentence appositive to mix up your writing style, for emphasis and to show off a little. Using a colon to introduce an appositive at the end of a sentence is not common in everyday writing, but it’s a good tool to keep in your back pocket for mixing up your sentence structures to keep your writing interesting. Also, an end-of-sentence appositive has the feel of a punchline, so it is an effective way to create emphasis.

● His success is attributed to one thing: determination.
(Emphasises determination.)

Reason 2. Don’t use a colon like a semicolon. A semicolon (;) can be used to merge two closely related sentences into one when a full stop feels like too much of a speed bump between sentences (see Semicolon). You can’t use a colon for this. (Remember that a colon is like an equals sign when it extends a sentence. The text on the right must be a renaming of something on the left.)

● Many receive advice: only the wise profit from it. ✘
(These are two closely related sentences. A semicolon would have worked here, but a colon doesn’t.)

● If stock market experts were so expert, they’d be buying stock: they wouldn’t bestselling advice. ✘
(The text on the right is not renaming anything on the left.)

Similarly, don’t use a semicolon like a colon. So, don’t use a semicolon to introduce lists
(a common mistake), and don’t use a semicolon to introduce an appositive.

Reason 3. Avoid a colon to introduce a list if your introduction is not an independent clause. If you’re using a colon before a normal list (i.e. not a vertical list like bullet points), to keep things grammatically pure, try to write an independent clause for your introduction.

● The team will be the following: Fred Bloggs, Joe Bloggs and John Doe. ✔
(The introduction for this list is an independent clause, so the colon is justified.)

● The team will be: Fred Bloggs, Joe Bloggs and John Doe. ✘
(Strict grammarians would tut at this because the introduction is not an independent clause.)

When introducing a vertical list (e.g. with bullet points or numbers), there’s more leniency.

● The team will be:
(1) Fred Bloggs
(2) Joe Bloggs
(3) John Doe. ✔

As some stricter pedants might view even this as sloppy, try to write an introduction that’s an independent clause.

● The following points were noted during the fire-safety survey:
(1) fire exits blocked by empty PC boxes
(2) batteries dead in smoke detectors
(3) waste-paper bins used as ashtrays.

Many writers craft their introductions to include ‘the following’, which helps to create an independent clause, justifying the colon.

● The winners are: John, Sarah and Simon. ✘
(Untidy. ‘The winners are John, Sarah and Simon’ would be safe.)

● The winners are the following: John, Sarah and Simon. ✔
(An introduction with the following might feel incomplete, but from a grammatical perspective, it’s good enough to create an independent clause.)

Let’s not pretend this isn’t pedantry. The example below (which features a colon on each line) is fine, and it has no independent clauses.

● Contact us by:
(1) Phone: 01908 311267
(2) Email: colin@lion-tamers.co.uk
(3) Twitter: @liontamers

KEY POINTS

There are three good reasons to use a colon with an appositive at the end of sentence: to spice up your writing, to emphasise a point and to show off. When introducing a list, consider using the words the following to avoid scrutiny of your colon.



Comma

A comma (,) is a punctuation mark used to mark the divisions in text caused by phrases, clauses or conjunctions. Commas are also used to separate list items and in numbers to aid reading.

EASY EXAMPLES




	When to use a comma

	Examples




	After ‘setting the scene’ at the start of a sentence

	● In our solar system, there are eight planets.




	After a transitional word like however or therefore

	● Venus takes 243 days to rotate and 225 days to orbit the Sun. Therefore, a day is longer than a year on Venus.




	After an interjection (e.g. hey, yes or crikey)

	● Yes, there is ice in Mercury’s permanently shadowed craters.




	Before a conjunction (e.g. and, or, but) joining two independent clauses

	● Saturn has over 60 moons, but Venus has none.




	To separate list items

	● The Martian atmosphere is 95 per cent carbon dioxide, 39 per cent nitrogen, 1.6 per cent argon and 0.4 per cent other bits and bobs.




	To offset nonessential information

	● Neptune’s winds, according to NASA, blow faster than the speed of sound on Earth.




	When addressing someone directly

	● ‘Houston, we have a problem.’ (Tom Hanks in Apollo 13)




	Before a quotation

	● Apollo 13 astronaut Jack Swigert actually said, ‘Okay, Houston, we’ve had a problem here.’




	In numbers

	● The Earth is 149,598,262km from the Sun.





EXAMPLES AFTER ‘SETTING THE SCENE’

It is common for a sentence to start with a phrase or clause that ‘sets the scene’. Offset by a comma, these scene-setting words usually tell the reader where, when, why or how the action takes place (i.e. they function as adverbs), or they describe something in the main part of the sentence (i.e. they function as adjectives).

● In Nicaragua, it is common to point with the lips instead of the index finger. (This is an adverbial phrase. It sets the place.)

● In September, share prices tend to lose one per cent of their value.
(This is an adverbial phrase. It sets the time.)

● If you are explaining, you are losing. (President Ronald Reagan) (This is an adverbial clause. It sets a condition.)

These ‘fronted’ (as they’re called) scene-setting words vary hugely.

● Naughty but nice, a cream tea is a must when visiting Devon.

● Tall, solidly built, face adorned by a luxuriant growth of whiskers that swept down from his ears to his clean-shaven chin, Ambrose E. Burnside was a fine figure of a man – imposing, dapper and conspicuous. (Major John B. Pizer) (Each is an adjective phrase describing a noun (underlined). See also Adjective, Adverb and Present and Past Participle.)

EXAMPLES AFTER A TRANSITIONAL PHRASE

A transitional phrase (or a conjunctive adverb, as it’s also called) is a word or phrase like however, consequently, therefore and as a result. It sits at the start of sentence and acts like a bridge to an idea in the previous sentence. A transitional phrase is followed by a comma, not preceded by one.

● All progress is initiated by challenging current conceptions. Consequently, the first condition of progress is the removal of censorships. (Playwright George Bernard Shaw).

EXAMPLES AFTER AN INTERJECTION

An interjection is usually a short word inserted into a sentence (normally at the start) to express an emotion or feeling. Expressions such as ‘yes’, ‘phew’ and ‘indeed’ are interjections. They are usually offset with commas.

● Yes, aphids often give birth to pregnant aphids.

● Thanks for saying ‘Wow, you’re photogenic’ and not ‘Hey, you’re ugly in person’.
(Comedian Jimmy Fallon)

If the interjection expresses a powerful emotion or feeling (and it’s not mid-sentence), then it can be followed by an exclamation mark. (See Exclamation Mark.)

EXAMPLES BEFORE A CONJUNCTION

When a word like and, or or but (see Conjunction) joins two independent clauses (ones that could stand alone as sentences), it is usual to precede the conjunction (bold) with a comma.

● Lee can sing, and he can do the robot. (The conjunction and joins two independent clauses: ‘Lee can sing’ and ‘He can do the robot.’)

● Actors are con men, and con men are actors. (Actor Edward Burns)

● Our eyes are always the same size from birth, but our nose and ears never stop growing.

Here are incorrect examples:

● Lee can sing, and do the robot ✘
(Here, and is not joining two clauses that could stand alone as sentences. This is just a list of things that Lee can do. This section is not about using commas in lists. That’s next.)

● When you have got an elephant by the hind leg, and he’s trying to run away, let him run. ✘ (President Abraham Lincoln)
(When you have got an elephant by the hind leg could not stand alone as a sentence.)

EXAMPLES IN A LIST

When writing a list in sentence form (i.e. not as bullet points), it’s normal to separate the list items with commas.

● Fish, chips, peas and scratchings.

● Fish, chips, peas, and scratchings.

The big question is whether to use a comma before the and (called a coordinating conjunction). Unfortunately, there’s no simple rule for this. In general, when there are just two items in a list, there’s no comma.

● Fish and chips ✔

● Fish, and chips ✘

However, you can use a comma if you think it helps your reader.

● The Bakerloo Line runs between Harrow and Wealdstone, and Elephant and Castle ✔.
(A comma is typically used with two list items when one or both of the list items includes an and.)

Things get trickier when there are three or more list items. In that case, those following US convention should use a comma before the conjunction (usually and or or), and those following UK convention shouldn’t.

● Fish, chips and peas
(No comma is the most common convention in the UK.)

● Hamburger, fries, and a shake
(The comma is practically demanded in the US.)

However, it’s not that simple. The comma before the conjunction in a list is known as an Oxford comma, because it’s used by the Oxford University Press. So, as you might expect, the Oxford comma is used by some individuals and organisations in the UK. (There’s more on the Oxford comma to come.)

Commas can also be used to separate a list of adjectives.

● He was a condescending, unfulfilled, nit-picking and tortured man.
(Neither the and nor the commas are essential. There’s a lot of leniency with a chain of adjectives. See also Adjective.)

EXAMPLES TO OFFSET NONESSENTIAL INFORMATION

Commas can be used to offset nonessential information (as can brackets and dashes). Nonessential information (known as a parenthesis) is usually a word, phrase or clause added as an explanation or afterthought. A parenthesis is sometimes called an interrupter, as it interrupts the flow of text. When a parenthesis is removed, the surrounding text is still grammatically sound.

● Cleopatra, who was born in 69 BC and died in 30 BC, lived closer to the release of the first iPhone, which came in 2007, than she did to the building of the Great Pyramid of Giza, which was completed around 2560 BC.

● Actresses fear being disliked. I, on the other hand, revel in it.
(Actor Michael Douglas)

If you deleted the nonessential information in the examples above, there would be no loss of meaning. The only thing missing would be the information deleted. Look at these examples though.

● Alan’s sister, who lives in London, has lost her cat. ✔
(This is like the ones above. Who lives in London is nonessential information. Reading this, someone would infer that Alan has one sister. The underlined text is called a non-restrictive modifier.)

● Alan’s sister who lives in London has lost her cat. ✔
(This is different. Here, who lives in London is essential information because it tells us which sister. Reading this, someone would infer that Alan has more than one sister. Removing who lives in London would affect the meaning of the sentence. The underlined text is essential information, so it’s not offset with commas. It’s called a restrictive modifier.) See also Relative Pronoun.

EXAMPLES AFTER A LONG SUBJECT

Some writers like to show the end of a complicated subject with a comma. This is not a popular practice, but if you think it helps your reader, you can do it.

● Leaving a list of internet passwords, increasing your life insurance and writing a will, will give you peace of mind. ✔
(The writer judges that a comma after will helps to group the subject for the reader.)

● He who knows, does not speak. He who speaks, does not know. ✔
(Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu)
(The translator judges that the commas after the subjects are helpful. The commas also add a pause for effect.)

Here’s an example without a comma marking the end of the subject.

● He who does not know how to create should not know. (Poet Antonio Porchia) Did you identify the subject without backtracking?

EXAMPLES WITH NUMBERS

Commas can be used every three decimal places in large numbers to make them more readable.

● 12,128,153,356      175,757.01

EXAMPLES BEFORE A QUOTATION

When a quotation is preceded by words like ‘He said’, ‘The author stated’ or ‘Anna



EXAMPLES WITH THE VOCATIVE CASE




WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT COMMAS?











































	
	



	
	







KEY POINTS




Dash

A dash (– or —) is typically used to create a break but, occasionally, a connection. For the most part, the dash does not have a unique role but is used as an alternative for another punctuation mark. A dash can be inserted into a sentence as an alternative for:











EXAMPLES OF DASHES REPLACING COLONS




EXAMPLES OF DASHES REPLACING SEMICOLONS




EXAMPLES OF DASHES REPLACING (ELLIPSIS)



EXAMPLES OF DASHES REPLACING PARENTHETICAL PUNCTUATION




EXAMPLES OF DASHES BETWEEN DATES




EXAMPLES OF DASHES WITH QUOTATIONS



EXAMPLES OF DASHES WITH COMPOUND ADJECTIVES WITH TWO EQUAL PARTS



WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT DASHES?


Reason 1. A dash will be safe if you’re unsure whether to use a colon or a semicolon.






KEY POINTS




Ellipsis

An ellipsis (...) is a punctuation mark made up of three dots. An ellipsis (plural ‘ellipses’) is used:













EXAMPLES THAT INDICATE AN OMISSION OF A WORD OR WORDS FROM A TEXT





EXAMPLES THAT CREATE A PAUSE FOR EFFECT



EXAMPLES THAT INDICATE AN UNFINISHED THOUGHT






WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT ELLIPSES?
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Exclamation Mark

An exclamation mark (!) is used to indicate a sudden or forceful order, intensity of emotion or volume. An exclamation mark can be used to end:




EXAMPLES WITH EXCLAMATORY SENTENCES





EXAMPLES WITH IMPERATIVE SENTENCES





EXAMPLES WITH INTERJECTIONS




WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT EXCLAMATION MARKS?






KEY POINTS




Full Stop

A full stop (.), called a period in the US, is used:



EXAMPLES AT THE END OF SENTENCES







EXAMPLES IN ABBREVIATIONS


WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT FULL STOPS?
























KEY POINTS




Hyphen

A hyphen (-) is a punctuation mark used as a joiner. It is typically used to join the separate parts of a compound word (a word made up of more than one word) to make it clear that it’s one entity. Hyphens are seen:







EXAMPLES IN COMPOUND ADJECTIVES




EXAMPLES IN COMPOUND NOUNS







EXAMPLES IN COMPOUND VERBS









EXAMPLES IN PREFIXES




EXAMPLES IN FRACTIONS AND NUMBERS WRITTEN IN FULL








EXAMPLES WITH LIST ITEMS SHARING A COMMON SECOND ELEMENT







WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT HYPHENS?














Point 3. Use a hyphen for adverbs that could feasibly be adjectives (e.g. well, fast, best).























KEY POINTS




Parentheses

Parentheses (also called parenthetical punctuation) are punctuation marks (commas, dashes or brackets) used in pairs to offset additional information in a sentence. The additional information is called a parenthesis, which is usually inserted as an explanation or afterthought. (NB: In the US, the term parentheses is used specifically for round brackets.)

REAL-LIFE EXAMPLES OF PARENTHESES











WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT PARENTHESES?










	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	

















KEY POINTS




Quotation Marks

Quotation marks (‘’ and “”), also known as speech marks, quotes and inverted commas, are punctuation marks used in pairs:





EXAMPLES IDENTIFYING PREVIOUSLY SPOKEN OR WRITTEN WORDS



EXAMPLES SIGNIFYING IRONY OR INDICATING SO-CALLED OR ALLEGED




EXAMPLES HIGHLIGHTING NAMES OF THINGS LIKE SHIPS, BOOKS AND PLAYS




EXAMPLES SHOWING THAT A WORD REFERS TO THE WORD ITSELF




WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT QUOTATION MARKS?
















Rule A. Use a colon if the introduction is an independent clause.



Rule B. You can use a colon if the quotation is a complete sentence, especially if you intend to start it with a capital letter.


Rule C. Use a comma if the introduction is not an independent clause and the quotation is not a sentence.



Rule D. You can only use a comma after a quotation.


Rule E. Don’t use any punctuation if the quotation is not introduced.








	
	
	



	
	


	





	
	


	 



	
	


	





	
	

	 




	
	





	 







KEY POINTS





Semicolon

A semicolon (;) is a punctuation mark used:





EXAMPLES IN COMPLEX LISTS














EXAMPLES GIVING A SMOOTH TRANSITION INTO THE NEXT SENTENCE







EXAMPLES USED BEFORE A CONJUNCTION JOINING TWO SENTENCES





WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT SEMICOLONS?






Scenario 2. If your two sentences are deliberately similar.



Scenario 3. If your two sentences feel closely linked and could be merged with a comma and a conjunction, e.g. and, or, but, for, so (especially the last three).
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