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For John Covolo, trusted friend and colleague

‌‌“Life is nothing without friendship.” 
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Prologue

It is hoped that giving readers a conceptual framework will help in conveying the important points made in this book. In the following pages, therefore, two key concepts will be provided that will help readers understand these points. Both concepts come from fields that are only tangentially related to the topic, but these concepts help to frame the main ideas.

The first comes from environmental science, particularly ecological studies: “Everything must go somewhere.” This statement refers to the idea that dumping waste into a river or stream, for example, does not mean that the waste will simply go away. It will end up somewhere, perhaps in drinking water.

The second concept comes from science: “Nothing exists in a vacuum.” Students probably learned this concept in their seventh-grade science class. Even though in quantum physics the idea of a space devoid of matter is not accurate, the simpler idea that such a matter-less vacuum doesn’t exist will be used.

How do these ideas fit into a study of writing errors? An element of Standard English that causes many writers to throw up their hands in surrender is punctuation. The little black marks that are scattered throughout writing did not just materialize out of thin air; they have a long history of development.

As Cecilia Watson points out in her book Semicolon: The Past, Present, and Future of a Misunderstood Mark,

when the Italian humanists invented the semicolon in the fifteenth century, they conceived of it as an aid to clarity, not (as Professor Robinson now characterizes it) a “pretentious” mark used chiefly to “gloss over an imprecise thought.” In the late 1800s, the semicolon was downright trendy, its frequency of use far outstripping that of one of its relatives, the colon.1


So when writers decide to use a semicolon, they are drawing on a tradition that is over 700 years old. Punctuation does not exist in a vacuum.

In the same way, the semicolon is always going somewhere, as evidenced by the subtitle of Watson’s book: The Past, Present, and Future of a Misunderstood Mark. Watson claims that the semicolon does indeed have a future; therefore, if one uses it in a text, one is advancing its use, making sure that it indeed goes somewhere. In fact, all the punctuation marks utilized today have long histories of development.

Believe it or not, even computer science has adopted several punctuation marks, changing their names to indicate a new use. What writers call a period is termed a “dot” in the language of the Internet, just as the symbol for number, #, is called a “hashtag” in the world of tweeting.

A final example of the two concepts from the world of punctuation is described in Keith Houston’s book Shady Characters: The Secret Life of Punctuation, Symbols & Other Typographical Marks. This delightful and informative book describes how Martin K. Speckter, a Madison Avenue advertising executive, invented a new punctuation mark, the “interrobang,” which is an amalgam of two traditional marks, the question mark and the exclamation point. This is what it looks like: ‽.2

Whether this mark will survive into the future (“everything must go somewhere”) or simply hang around the world of punctuation (“nothing exists in a vacuum”) remains to be seen. Just the fact that it is possible to find the interrobang on a MacBook Air computer says something about its longevity. Whether the interrobang makes it into the QWERTY keyboard is an open question.

A thematic idea that blends both concepts is the term “the presentness of the past,” which indicates that the shadow of the past frequently obscures the present—or, to use a trendy term, “inflects” the present. When one learns to write in Standard English, for example, one’s attempt to string words together that follow the “rules” is affected by past practices and by past standards of correctness.

As the dust cover of Keith Houston’s book Shady Characters states of punctuation: “Every character we write or type is a link to the past.” One might add to this that every character written or typed is projected into the future.


Essential Ideas in the Prologue

	Two key concepts provide a framework for the argument put forth in this book:




	Everything must go somewhere.

	Nothing exists in a vacuum.






	Punctuation rules illustrate these two key concepts.






Notes

1. (New York: HarperCollins, 2019), 2.

2. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2013), 25–26.
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Introduction

Writing Errors and Their Ways: Correction Strategies for the 21st Century is a companion volume to this author’s earlier book on writing: The Rules of the Game: A Guide to Writing in Standard English (Rowman & Littlefield, 2019). The main purpose of that work is to introduce students to the major characteristics and conventions of Standard Written American English (hereafter SWAE), “The writing of the educated,” according to Webster’s Third New International Dictionary.

In addition to analyzing correctly written sentences, The Rules of the Game also devotes several chapters to identifying and correcting errors in writing. The present volume was written because the topic of errors is a complex one that needs additional elaboration and exploration.

The online edition of Webster’s Dictionary provides several definitions of the word “error,” one of which is “an act involving an unintentional deviation from truth or accuracy.” It is this definition that will be used to initiate a discussion of errors in writing, especially the term “unintentional deviation,” since many errors involve the misapplication of the rules of writing.

The meaning of the word “error” is almost completely contextual; in other words, an error is an error only when it violates some accepted or documented truth or rule within a particular context.

Major League Baseball is a good example. The rules of this sport are clearly laid out in the 2022 Official Rules of Major League Baseball. An error at this level of play is a violation of one of the official rules, and it results in some sanction or punitive action that is clearly stated in the official rules. However, if one were playing a game of backyard or pickup baseball, the same rules would not apply, just as writing in a diary does not have the same rules as writing a paper for an English class. In both examples, context dictates correct usage.

Perhaps an analogy would help to clarify this point. The appropriateness of various kinds of apparel depends almost entirely on location and occasion. For example, it is perfectly acceptable for someone on vacation to wear a bathing suit on the beach or shorts and sandals in restaurants. However, if one were invited to a formal wedding, bathing suits, shorts, or sandals would be wildly inappropriate, just as a tuxedo would be out of place at a football rally. In the above examples, context dictates the style of dress.

Another way of looking at errors is to see them as positive things, as ways of learning. The neuroscientist Leyla Loued-Khenissi, in an essay with the provocative title “Allow Error into Your Life and Experience the Joy of Surprise,” claims:

From a young age, we encounter error and the unpleasant feelings that it brings. We learn that what we expect or attempt and what we get are not always the same, and so we try to bring the two closer together. We see this in the stumbles and falls that precede walking. Later, in school, errors carry a more formal penalty, red scars criss-crossing worksheets and essays, telling us to change something, because our prediction of what was expected does not match reality.


Moments of life such as these, strung along the thread of our timeline, teach us to change our thinking, our expectations, to align with the world out there. Less often and usually with less success, we might change the world to meet our expectations. Either way, from all this arises the prevailing view that mismatch and error are a bad thing, a crack in the sidewalk to avoid stepping on. But error inherently carries surprise with it, which can be good as well as bad. . . . This agnostic feature of surprise is why I say we should reconsider error as a potential source of joy, not merely an undesired outcome.1


It is abundantly clear to anyone teaching in colleges and universities that many students make numerous writing errors and lack a clear understanding of the rationale behind required and elective English courses. For example, students in freshman English are given an assignment to write a “paper” at the beginning of the semester. Many professors, however, never bother to explain to students exactly what a “paper” is and why they are required to write one.

It is frequently assumed that students know what is expected of them. In addition, when these papers are returned, frequently with numerous red marks scattered throughout, professors don’t always explain why there are so many of these red marks, and why there are so many corrections when the language students are using in their papers is their native language.

If this were a French class, English speaking students would expect to have corrections on their papers. But this is English, their own language! Later in the course, when the class is assigned some short stories and poetry, these published works frequently violate the “rules” that they were supposed to be learning. Not many students will ask why these professional writers can get away with breaking so many of the rules that students are supposed to follow.

This writer’s earlier volume, The Rules of the Game: A Guide to Writing in Standard English, limits itself to “the writing of the educated” since writing at this level is as rulebound as playing in Major League Baseball. It is the kind of writing that is expected of students in college-level English classes. The language scholar David Crystal says of this type of writing, “Everyone needs to learn it, in the interests of efficient and effective communication. This is why in school we are taught to read and write Standard English and are given opportunities to read it aloud




Essential Ideas in The Introduction

	The concept of errors is a complex one.

	Many errors involve the misapplication of the rules of writing.

	Writing errors are almost completely contextual.

	Standard English is the dialect of the educated.

	Standard English is therefore prone to writing errors.






Notes
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