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foreword

Miscommunication is the spice of history. James Hutton, the great eighteenth-century geologist, discovered that the Earth must be many millions of years old instead of originating in 4004BC as biblical scholars insisted; but his writings were so obscure most readers didn’t get the point. In the nineteenth century the disastrous Charge of the Light Brigade in the Crimean War occurred because vague and confusing written orders became ever more garbled as they rose up the chain of command. And in the twentieth century the politician and linguist Enoch Powell confessed that he’d not wed his sweetheart fifty years before, because she’d misunderstood his high-flown marriage proposal; so the pair drifted apart and met other people instead.

There’s a battle between those who think that the essence of clear communication – which is putting the right words in the right places and punctuating sentences properly – is important, and those who couldn’t care less. The Good Word Guide is right to be in the first camp. Being loose and creative with meaning and punctuation is fine for some purposes – in songwriting, for example – but when it comes to most professional tasks, standard English is still what most readers prefer. Even academics who take the ‘anything goes’ line tend to use standard English in their own writing.

Too few professionals in business and government bother to check their writing before sending it to their readers. Here, for example, is part of a sales email sent to thousands of companies by a British firm:

‘Rather than spending £35,000 twittering, perhaps Lincolnshire should focused on sorting out the complaince, quality and finctionality of thier own site…’

English is full of words that sound similar but have different meanings. The following email confuses ‘ensured’ with ‘assured’ and ‘weather’ with ‘whether’, as well as spelling several words wrongly. There’s also the strange use of ‘yourself’ to mean ‘you’:

‘I have spoken to the branch and they have ensured me they will get the paint to yourself this week. I have made a note to clall them on wedensday to check weather this has been done yet or not. I hope this is okay but if you have any prolbems come back to me.’

One error that’s rare in newspapers and books is common on the web, perhaps because it’s often left uncorrected in schools and universities. This is to mark a sentence boundary with a comma instead of a full stop or semicolon. In this example, my bullet points mark the places where extra full stops or semicolons should be:

‘Thanks for all of this, • I am happy with all the points you have made • they make perfect sense. You need a purchase order from 1 May • at the moment you can just submit an invoice for payment.’

Even the secretarial staff at 10 Downing Street have caught this bug. They responded to an artist’s letter in the 1990s about Humphrey (the resident cat) by getting most of the punctuation wrong – all the commas should have been full stops or semicolons:

‘Thank you for your recent letter addressed to the Prime Minister, I have been asked to reply. Your portfolio of pen portraits was very impressive, however we already have a portrait of Humphrey hanging on the walls of the Cabinet Office. An artist sent it in two years ago, she copied his likeness from press photographs.’

Of course, an interest in words too often declines into obsessive pedantry in which old rules and conventions are observed and prescribed long after any reason for them has gone. One of the strengths of English is its willingness to embrace change – new words emerge, new usages thrive, new norms are established. So linguistic chafing is inevitable as the old gives way to the new. But if we lose the distinction between full stops and commas, people will often misread the text and meaning will become unsure.

The Good Word Guide is a rare stock of riches for writers and speakers, and will help sticklers to decide at what precise point to pin their flag. It could help people like the soccer manager who said he was ‘under no disillusions’ about his team’s plight near the relegation zone; the cricket commentator who always says ‘risqué’ when he means ‘risky’; and the politician who informed a Paris press conference that the French president had been ‘prevaricating’ – accurately translated into French as ‘lying’ – when merely ‘procrastinating’ was meant. The book could even help all those radio and TV reporters who misuse ‘refute’ to mean ‘deny’ – which matters, because they are helping to extinguish the word’s special meaning, ‘to disprove’.

Whatever you write, the book will help you do it correctly and precisely. It may also help you be clear for your intended audience, which is the goal of ‘plain language’ writing and editing. Plain language can be described as:

‘The writing and setting out of essential information in a way that gives a cooperative, motivated person a good chance of understanding the intended meaning at first reading.’

This reference to ‘essential information’ means that businesses like ours, Plain Language Commission, are far less concerned about novels, poetry and journalism – whose appeal will live or die by market forces – than the clarity of government, legal, medical and business English in web and print documents meant for the public. For those, we recommend mainly familiar words (but with technical terms such as ‘endometriosis’ and ‘vasovagal syncope’ explained where necessary) and an average sentence length of 15–20 words. If the reading-age level can be kept to 12–14 years (US grade 7–9), that will often help.

Lack of clarity can endanger lives. At the inquest into the July 2005 terrorist attacks in London, the assistant deputy coroner Lady Justice Hallett complained of the emergency services’ ‘ludicrous use of English’ that had caused delay and confusion. She said job titles were so obscure that ‘when it comes to managing incidents, people don’t understand what the other person is’. She criticised the kind of management jargon that called a portable incident room a ‘conference demountable unit from a management centre’.

There’s still too much inflated writing around, and regrettably schools and universities often encourage it as a mark of education. Only graduates write things like this:

• ‘The fish exhibited a 100 percent mortality response.’ (In other words, ‘All the fish died.’)

• ‘The physical condition of a property is the fundamental determinant of its quality.’ (In other words, ‘A property’s quality depends mainly on its condition.’)

• ‘Ironically, the expansion of virtual networks have [sic] appeared to render some aspects of social life increasingly anachronistic, so much so that people find ways to reconnect in real-time and real-pace [sic].’ (In other words, ‘Facebook is too faceless: it’s good to have a coffee and a chat for a change.’)

And it takes many years of learning to produce swampy officialese like this, from a public body in Northern Ireland:

‘To the contrary the Commission envisages that in documenting the case for filling any particular posts employers will be required to demonstrate that their actions in avoiding redundancies are justifiable having considered the relevant data and statistical analysis of options under consideration to demonstrate that the decisions they are adopting are a proportionate means of achieving the aim of filling a vacancy and avoiding a redundancy.’

Job descriptions often belie an organisation’s public statements about the value of clear communications. An advert for a ‘reputation manager’ at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office said the role required:

‘Maintenance and development of the UK narrative around FCO and its value proposition, using insights from research and evaluation as well as knowledge of the evolving FCO strategy to inform resonant messaging.’

And the job summary for a £75,000-a-year ‘head of culture and performance’ at the Care Quality Commission implied a working life fraught with jargon and waffle:

‘To achieve in this area the successful candidate will work closely with the directors to ensure that a significant shift in culture is sustained and directly impacts on the originations [sic] performance. They will embrace initiatives to shape the organisations [sic] success by means of focused leadership, empowerment and values and ensure that key messages are communicated to promote reputation and culture. Other responsibilities will include talent management, performance management, development of a dashboard of human capital metrics and a detailed strategy for employee branding.’

Puncturing inflated writing by using plain words and short sentences is not, as some may think, dumbing down, but clearing up; and it’s good and worthwhile work that will be helped by this book. As Lord Denning, famed for his lucid legal judgements, once put it: ‘It is better to be clear and brief than to go drivelling on.’

Martin Cutts

Research director

Plain Language Commission

Whaley Bridge, Derbyshire

www.clearest.co.uk


note on the seventh edition

In this edition, the text has been revised to take into account the latest changes to the language: new entries and new panels have been added. Quizzes have been added at the end of the book, so that readers can check their proficiency in different aspects of English usage.

I wish to acknowledge my gratitude to David Pickering for his compilation of new material, Betty Kirkpatrick for her comments on the text, and Martin Cutts for his Foreword.

Martin H. Manser

www.martinmanser.com




how to use this book

Entries, listed in a single alphabetical ordering, cover five main areas of the English language: spelling, pronunciation, grammar and punctuation, usage, and writing tips.

Spelling

accommodation The word accommodation is often misspelt. Note the -cc-and -mm-.

Pronunciation

See also Guide to pronunciation on page xvii.

controversy In the traditional pronunciation of this word, the stress falls on the first syllable [kontrŏversi]. The variant pronunciation, with stress on the second syllable [kŏntrovĕrsi], is widely heard, but is disliked by many users. See also stress.

Grammar and punctuation

participles All verbs have present participles, which are formed with -ing • seeing • walking, and past participles, formed with -d or -ed for regular verbs and in other ways for irregular verbs: • loved • finished • given • gone • thought. Participles are often used as adjectives: • broken promises • a leaking tap. They are also used, with an inversion of the usual sentence construction, to introduce a sentence such as: • Sitting in the corner was an old man. • Attached to his wrist was a luggage label. Care should be taken with such introductory participles, as they are sometimes used to link items that are quite unrelated: see dangling participles.

The pronunciation most frequently used is [partisipl]; [partisipl] is an older variant. See also -ed or -t?; -ing forms; stress. For irregular parts of verbs see table at verbs.

full stop The principal use of the full stop as a punctuation mark is to end a sentence that is neither a direct question nor an exclamation. In creative writing, reference books, etc., the full stop may also mark the end of a group of words that does not conform to the conventional description of a sentence: • He had drunk six pints of beer and two whiskies. Two very large whiskies. A full stop is often used in decimal fractions, times, and dates: • 3.6 metres of silk • at 9.15 tomorrow morning • your letter of 26.6.07.

Full stops are also used in some abbreviations, although the main problems with abbreviations concern punctuation. The modern tendency is to omit full stops whenever possible: • BBC • AD • D H Lawrence • Prof. Full stops are increasingly being omitted from capital abbreviations: • USA • EU, and they are always omitted from acronyms: • NATO • UNESCO. When an abbreviation is a contraction (i.e., the final letter of the abbreviation corresponds with the final letter of the word) there is usually no full stop: • Mr • Dr • Rd. There is more likely to be a full stop when the abbreviation is just the first part of the word: • Rev. • Feb., although here too the modern trend is to omit it. Abbreviated names can take a full stop or not: • C.S. Lewis • A S Byatt. There should be no full stop if a capital letter does not stand for a whole word: one should not write T.V.(television) or D.N.A.(deoxyribonucleic acid) as tele- and deoxyribo- are not complete words. There are usually no full stops in the abbreviations of weights and measures: • km • oz and never in chemical symbols: • Fe • Cu.

A full stop is sometimes called a stop, a point, or (in American English) a period. In email addresses it is pronounced as dot.

See also brackets; exclamation mark; question mark; quotation marks; semicolons; sentences.

Usage

affect or effect? The noun effect means ‘result’; the verb affect means ‘influence’ or ‘have an effect on’, hence its frequent confusion with the verb effect, which means ‘bring about’ or ‘accomplish’: The new legislation may have an effect on small businesses. • The new legislation may affect small businesses. • We have effected a number of improvements. Affect and effect are often misused, one in place of the other: • Officials said yesterday the downturn could effect the future of the scheme (The Guardian). ‘It will have very little affect,’ says … the chief economist at the merchant bank Morgan Grenfell (The Times). The verb effect is largely restricted to formal contexts. The verb affect is also used in the sense of ‘assume’, ‘pretend’, or ‘feign’: I affected an air of indifference. • She affected to despise them. • He affected ignorance.

that or which? Whether to use that or which depends on whether it appears in a restrictive clause (a clause that limits the meaning of another part of a sentence) or a non-restrictive clause (a clause that conveys parenthetical or incidental information). That and which are both used in restrictive (or defining) clauses: • the school that/which they go to. Furthermore, a restrictive clause is not followed by a comma: • The school that I go to burnt down. In non-restrictive (or non-defining) clauses, only which can be used: • The programme, which was broadcast by the BBC, caused much controversy. Non-restrictive clauses are always preceded by a comma and, unless at the end of a sentence, followed by one. Some people dislike the use of which in restrictive clauses, maintaining that only that can be used. However, the usage described above is widespread and generally accepted. Which is also useful to relieve a sentence that already has several thats: • His Ford Capri. He remembered that  that was the car which [not that] had run out of petrol on the M1. On the use of that or who/whom, see who. See also comma; restrictive clause.

Writing tips

PLAIN ENGLISH The most effective writing is both clear and concise. By observing some basic rules about writing and speech, anyone may be confident of conveying their meaning both neatly and efficiently. See tips in the following panel.

WRITING TIPS

[image: image]

Examples of the use of words are preceded by •. Many of the examples are drawn from actual quotations of contemporary usage:

hi-tech The adjective hi-tech specifically refers to high technology, or sophisticated electronics; many careful users object to its indiscriminate application to basic electrical appliances or to anything remotely connected with computing: • a beautiful hi-tech modern home • high-tech benefits [a reference to the computerisation of the social security benefits system] • This transition of the cycle from leisure ‘toy’ to hi-tech pedal machine (Daily Telegraph). The word hi-tech has a number of variant spellings: high-tech, high tech, hi-tec, high-tec, etc. It is also used as a noun: • Reflecting the world of high tech [spelt hi-tech in the headline], the first museum devoted to the chemical industry opens today (The Guardian).

Indications of incorrect usages are sometimes shown to contrast with the correct forms:

your or you’re? These two words may be confused. Your means ‘belonging to you’: • your house your rights. You’re is a contraction of you are: • Hurry up, you’re going to be late! Note also the spelling of yours: That’s mine not yours; the spelling with an apostrophe, your’s, is wrong.

A distinction is made between the use of many words in informal and formal contexts:

incredible or incredulous? Incredible means ‘unbelievable’; incredulous means ‘disbelieving’: • He told her an incredible story. She looked at him with an incredulous expression. The use of the adjective incredible in the sense of ‘wonderful’ or ‘amazing’ should be restricted to informal contexts: • We had an incredible holiday. See also credible, creditable or credulous?

Differences between British English and American English spelling, usage, etc., are highlighted:

fulfil Note the spelling of this word: in British English neither l is doubled. The spelling of the derived noun in British English is fulfilment. The spellings fulfill and fulfillment are almost exclusively restricted to American English. However, the final l of the verb is doubled in British English before a suffix beginning with a vowel, as in fulfilled and fulfilling (see also spelling).

Cross-references are used to show where an entry may be found or where there is additional information:

uninterested see disinterested or uninterested?

government In the sense of ‘the group of people who govern a country, state, etc.’, government may be a singular or a plural noun: • The government is blamed for the rise in unemployment. • The government have rejected the proposal. See also collective nouns; singular or plural?


guide to pronunciation

a as in bad

ă as in arrest

ah as in father

air as in dare

ar as in carpet

ăr as in burglar

aw as in saw

ay as in may

b as in bed

ch as in cheese

d as in dig

dh as in these

e as in get

ĕ as in open

ee as in see

eer as in here

er as in bird

ĕr as in butcher

ew as in few

ewr as in pure

f as in fit

g as in go

h as in hat

i as in it

ĭ as in pencil

ī as in try

j as in jam

k as in keep

kh as in loch

ks as in mix

kw as in quiz

l as in lie

m as in mad

n as in nod

ng as in sing

n(g) as in restaurant

o as in hot

ŏ as in cannon

ō as in no

oi as in boy

oo as in zoo

oor as in cure

or as in tore

ŏr as in doctor

ow as in now

p as in pat

r as in rim

rr as in marry

s as in sat

sh as in ship

t as in take

th as in thin

u as in up

ŭ as in crocus

uu as in push

v as in van

w as in water

y as in yes

yoo as in unite

yoor as in urine

yr as in tire

z as in zoo

zh as in treasure

stressed syllables are shown in italics:

[sistĕr]






A

@   see at.

a or an?   A is the form of the indefinite article used before words or abbreviations that are pronounced with an initial consonant sound, regardless of their spelling; an is used before words that begin with a vowel sound: • a light • an LCD screen • a unit • an uncle • a horse • an heir • a one-armed bandit • an ostrich • a seat • an SOS • a ewe • an egg • a UFO • an IOU. The use of an before words that begin with an h sound and an unstressed first syllable, such as hotel, historic, hereditary, habitual, etc., is optional. Nowadays, the preference is increasingly to use a followed by hotel, etc., with the h sounded, rather than an followed by hotel, etc., with the h not pronounced.

A and an are usually unstressed. The pronunciations [ay] and [an] are used only for emphasis: He told you to take a biscuit, not the whole plateful! In this example a would be pronounced [ay].

abbreviations   Abbreviations are useful space-saving devices. They are used heavily both in informal writing and in technical or specialised writing, but less in formal writing. Some abbreviations stand for more than one thing, and it is better to spell these out unless the context makes the meaning clear. • He was a CO in the war is confusing, as the abbreviation means both ‘commanding officer’ and ‘conscientious objector’. The main problems with abbreviations concern punctuation. The modern tendency is to omit full stops whenever possible: • BBC • AD • D H Lawrence • Prof, and so on. Full stops are increasingly being omitted from capital abbreviations: • USA • EU, and they are always omitted from acronyms: • NATO • UNESCO. When an abbreviation is a contraction (i.e. the final letter of the abbreviation corresponds with the final letter of the word), there is usually no full stop: • Mr • Dr • Rd. There is more likely to be a full stop when the abbreviation is just the first part of the word: • Rev. • Feb., although here too the modern trend is to omit it. Abbreviated names can take a full stop or not: • C.S. Lewis • A S Byatt. There should be no full stop if a capital letter does not stand for a whole word: it is wrong to write T.V. (television) or D.N.A. (deoxyribonucleic acid), as tele- and deoxyribo- are not complete words. There are usually no full stops in the abbreviations of weights and measures: • km • oz, and never in chemical symbols: • Fe • Cu.

Apostrophes tend no longer to be used for shortened forms that are in general use: • bus • flu • phone • photo • vet.

Most abbreviations form their plurals with an s: • JPs • PhDs. A few abbreviations form their plurals by doubling: • pp (pages) • ll (lines).

Most abbreviations (except for acronyms) are pronounced by spelling out the letters. When preceded by the indefinite article, those abbreviations that begin with a vowel sound take an: • an EC directive • an LSE graduate; those beginning with a consonant sound (even if they actually start with a letter that is a vowel) take a: • a DBE • a UN spokesman. See also acronyms.

aberration   This word, meaning ‘deviation from the norm’: • a temporary mental aberration, is sometimes misspelt. Note the spelling: a single b and -rr-, as in error.

ability   see capability, capacity or ability?

-able or -ible?    Both forms of this suffix are added to words to form adjectives, -able being the suffix that is productive and the more frequently used: • washable • comfortable • collapsible. The form -able is always used for words composed of other English words: • drinkable; -ible being used for some words of Latin origin: • credible • defensible.

On whether to retain the silent final -e in words such as lik(e)able, see spelling and individual entries.

The suffix -able may be active or (more frequently) passive in usage. In such words as washable, eatable, dispensable, etc. it has the passive meaning of ‘able to be washed, eaten, dispensed (with), etc.’. In the adjectives changeable, perishable, etc. it has the active meaning of ‘able (or likely) to change, perish, etc.’. The suffix is frequently used to produce new words, such as microwav(e)able, meaning ‘able to be cooked in a microwave oven’, and photocopiable. Some people dislike the overuse of words coined in this way, preferring can it be found? to is it findable?, for example.

abled   The term abled is sometimes used as a synonym for ‘able-bodied’; it is also used in alternatives for ‘disabled’ or ‘handicapped’: • differently abled Marshall rejects the term ‘disabled’ for these children… She calls them ‘uniquely differently abled (Daily Telegraph). Users feel that such phrases project a more positive image of people with disabilities, but these alternatives are widely disliked as much by the supposed beneficiaries as by the public at large. See also ableism; challenged; disabled; political correctness.

ableism   The term ableism refers to discrimination against people with disabilities, especially in employment and in the provision of facilities in public places. See also political correctness.

Aboriginal or Aborigine?    Either noun may be used in referring to a member of the indigenous people of Australia who settled there prior to the arrival of European settlers, but Aboriginal is now generally preferred to Aborigine by the people themselves. In recent years the alternative indigenous Australian has gained ground within Australia.

abound   The verb abound is followed by the preposition with or in: • The river abounds with [or in] salmon.

about   Care should be taken in using about in describing the essential characteristics of something or as an intensifier after a negative, as many people consider such usages acceptable only in informal contexts: • Being a teenager today is all about appearances. • She was not about to give in to his demands at this late stage. See also around or about?

above or over?    The preposition above means ‘at a higher level than’; over means ‘vertically or directly above’, ‘on top of’ or ‘across’: He raised his hand above his head. • She held the umbrella over her head. • There’s a mark on the wall above the radiator. • I’ve put my towel over the radiator. • The aeroplane flew above the clouds. • The aeroplane flew over Southampton. In many contexts the two words are interchangeable: • Hang the picture above/over the mantelpiece. • Our bedroom is above/over the kitchen.

In reference to numbers, over is generally preferred to above: • over 40 people volunteered • meeting the needs of the over-eighties. Note, though, that many people dislike such usages and would themselves use more than instead: • More than 100 people were drowned.

The use of above as a noun or adjective, with reference to something previously mentioned, is disliked by some users but acceptable to most: • You will need several items in addition to the above. • Please quote the above reference number on all correspondence.

abridgment or abridgement?    Both spellings of this word, meaning ‘a shortened version of a work such as a book’, are fully acceptable.

abscess   This word, meaning ‘a collection of pus surrounded by inflamed tissue’, is often misspelt. Note the sc at the beginning of the second syllable.

absence   This word is sometimes misspelt. The most frequent error is the substitution of -sc- for the -s-, as in abscess; note also the -ence ending.

absolutely   Some users dislike the frequent use of absolutely in place of yes. Others feel that the adverb is overused as an intensifier, in the sense of ‘completely’: • it’s absolutely disgraceful! The pronunciation of absolutely varies according to its meaning. In normal adverbial use it is stressed on the first syllable [absŏlootli]; in the sense of ‘yes’ it is stressed on the third syllable [absŏlootli].

absolve   The verb absolve is followed by the preposition of or from: • They absolved us of [or from] blame.

absorption   Note the spelling of this word. The final -b of the verb absorb changes to -p- in the derived noun. It should not be confused with adsorption, which refers to a chemical process in which a gas or other substance accumulates on the surface of a solid.

abstention or abstinence?    Both these nouns are derived from the verb abstain, meaning ‘to refrain’ or ‘to refrain from voting’. The noun abstention is chiefly used in the second of these senses: • 24 votes for the motion, 16 against, and 5 abstentions. Abstinence refers to the act or practice of abstaining, often from something that is enjoyable but possibly harmful: • abstinence from alcohol • total abstinence from sexual intercourse.

abstractedly or abstractly?    Abstractedly is derived from the adjective abstracted, meaning ‘lost in thought’: • He stared abstractedly out of the window. The adverb abstractly, meaning ‘in the abstract’, is less frequent in usage.

 abuse or misuse? The noun abuse denotes wrong, improper, or bad use or treatment; the noun misuse, denoting incorrect or unorthodox use, is more neutral: • the abuse of power • child abuse • the misuse of words • misuse of the club’s funds. The same distinction applies to the verbs abuse and misuse: • to abuse a privilege • to misuse money.

In some contexts the two words are interchangeable: • The misuse of drugs among teenagers is but one aspect of drug abuse currently being examined by government bodies. • He predicted that it would not lead to an upsurge in alcohol misuse… But Action on Alcohol Abuse attacked the move at a time of increased medical concern about excessive drinking (Daily Telegraph).

The word abuse also refers to insulting language: • The president was abused by the crowd. • The pickets shouted abuse at the strikebreakers.

As in the word use, the final [s] sound of the nouns abuse [ăbews] and misuse [misews] changes to [z] in the verbs. See also substance abuse or substance misuse?

abysmal   This adjective, meaning ‘very bad; dreadful’: • abysmal weather, is sometimes misspelt. The word comes from abyss, hence the y in the spelling. The adverb abysmally is also sometimes misspelt.

academic   The adjective academic is widely used in the sense of ‘theoretical’: • an academic question • of academic interest only, but some people object to its frequent use in place of irrelevant: • Whether he wins this race or not is academic, because he is already several points ahead of his nearest rival.

accede or exceed?    Accede, used in formal contexts, means ‘agree’; exceed means ‘go beyond’ or ‘be greater than’: • They will accede to our demands. • Do not exceed the speed limit. The two verbs are similar in pronunciation but quite different in spelling: accede [akseed] ends in -ede; exceed [ikseed] ends in -eed.

The verb accede is usually followed by to; it can also be used in the expression to accede to the throne, meaning ‘to become king (or queen)’. Compare to succeed to the throne, meaning ‘to be the next person to become king or queen, especially as an inheritance’.

accelerate   The word accelerate, meaning ‘speed up’, is sometimes misspelt. Note the -cc- and single -l-.

accent or accentuate?    Both verbs can be used in the sense of ‘to emphasise’. Accent usually refers to the act of stressing a sound in speech or music, whereas accentuate is used in a wider range of visual and abstract contexts: • He accented the word ‘life’. • to accent the first beat in the bar • to accentuate an outline/a problem. The word accent is stressed on the second syllable [aksent] when it is used as a verb and on the first syllable [aksĕnt] when it is used as a noun.

accents   Accents are sometimes used on words that are now accepted into English, though the tendency is increasingly to omit them. Accents are generally used when they show the pronunciation of the word: the cedilla in façade shows that the c is soft; the acute accent on cliché shows that the word is pronounced [klee-shay] not [kleesh]. A circumflex accent on the o of role is unnecessary and is usually omitted.

accentuate see accent or accentuate?

accept or except?    These two verbs should not be confused, being virtually opposite in meaning. Accept means ‘receive’ or ‘admit’; except, used in formal contexts, means ‘exclude’ or ‘leave out’: • She was accepted for the job. • He was excepted from the team. Accept only exists as a verb, whereas except may also be used as a preposition, meaning ‘excluding’, and as a conjunction, meaning ‘if it were not for the fact that’ or ‘otherwise than’: • Everyone had to attend except heads of department. • She did not pause except to pick up her hat. The two words are similar but not identical in pronunciation: accept is pronounced [ăksept] and except is pronounced [iksept].

access   The use of the word access as a verb was formerly mostly restricted to the field of computing, where it means ‘gain access to (stored information or a computer memory)’: Customers will shortly be able to access this information with minimum delay through personal computer or mobile phone. Some users dislike the more recent, extended use of the verb in general contexts: • We often receive requests to ‘access’ our membership lists and these are almost always refused (Club Lotus News).

access or accession?    The noun access refers to the act, right, or means of approaching, reaching, entering, or using: • Access to the laboratory is restricted. The noun accession is derived from the verb accede (see accede or exceed?) and is most frequently used in the sense of ‘becoming king (or queen)’: • Elizabeth II’s accession (to the throne) in 1952.

access or excess?    The noun access means ‘entry’ or ‘opportunity to make use of something’: • He obtained access to the building. • We hope to promote access to further education. It should not be confused with excess, which variously means ‘surplus’ or ‘unrestrained behaviour’: • The department has an excess of materials. • He abandoned himself to a life of excess. Note that in access the stress falls on the first syllable, while in excess the noun it falls on the second syllable.

accessible   The adjective accessible, meaning ‘easy to use, enter, or approach’, is sometimes understood to have particular relevance to access for people whose mobility is impaired, specifically for people in wheelchairs: • The site is fully equipped with accessible toilets. • The brochure includes information about accessible holidays.

accessory or accessary?    In British English, the spelling of this word in the sense of ‘supplementary attachment’ • is accessory: a car accessory. In the legal sense of ‘a person who incites another to commit a crime’, the spelling is usually accessory, accessary being an older variant: • an accessory before the fact.

In American English, accessory is the spelling in all senses.

accommodation   The word accommodation is often misspelt. Note the -cc- and -mm-.

accompany   The passive verb to be accompanied may be followed by the preposition by or with, depending on the sense in which it is used: • She was accompanied by her friend. • His words were accompanied with/by a gesture of impatience. In the first example the verb accompany means ‘go somewhere with someone as a companion; escort’; in the second it means ‘supplement’. With is also used with the active verb, accompany: • He accompanied his words with a gesture of impatience.

accountable   The adjective accountable, meaning ‘answerable’, should be applied only to people: • Union leaders are accountable to the rank-and-file members. • We were accountable for their welfare. In other contexts the adjective is often better replaced by its synonym, responsible: • An unexpected fall in demand was responsible [not accountable] for the company’s financial problems.

The noun accountability is best avoided where responsibility would be adequate or more appropriate: • the individual responsibilities [not accountabilities] of the directors.

accumulative or cumulative?    The adjective cumulative refers to something that gradually increases with successive additions: • the cumulative total • a cumulative effect. It should not be confused with accumulative, an adjective that is derived from the verb accumulate but is rarely used.

acetic   see aesthetic, ascetic or acetic?

achieve   This word is often misspelt. Note the -ie- spelling, which conforms to the rule ‘i before e except after c’. See also spelling.

acknowledgment or acknowledgement?    This word may be spelt with or without the e after the g; both spellings are fully acceptable.

acoustics   The word acoustics is often misspelt, the most frequent error being the doubling of the first c. For the use of acoustics as a singular or plural noun, see -ics.

acquaint   The verb acquaint is best avoided where tell would be adequate or more appropriate: • He acquainted me with his plans, for example, may be more simply expressed as he told me his plans. The passive form be acquainted with can often be replaced by know: • I am not acquainted with [I do not know] the rules.

Note the spelling of acquaint and its derivatives, particularly the presence and position of the letter c.

acquiesce   The word acquiesce, meaning ‘agree or consent to something (especially reluctantly)’, is sometimes misspelt. Note the -uie- in the middle of the word and the -sce ending. The word is pronounced [akweees].

acquirement or acquisition?    In the sense of ‘something acquired’, acquirement is largely restricted to abilities or skills and acquisition, the more frequent word, to material things or people: • Fluency in spoken and written Japanese is one of her many acquirements. • He showed me his latest acquisition. Both nouns may be used to denote the act of acquiring: • the acquirement/acquisition of specialist knowledge • the acquisition/acquirement of wealth.

Note the spelling of acquirement and acquisition, particularly the -c- before the -qu-.

acquit   The verb acquit is followed by the preposition of or on in the sense of ‘acquit a person of (a charge)’: • She was acquitted of [or on] all charges, and of in the sense of ‘acquit a person of (a crime)’: • She was acquitted of manslaughter.

acronyms   An acronym is a word formed from the initial letters or syllables of other words: • OPEC (Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries) • radar (radio detecting and ranging). The punctuation of acronyms varies. The usual style is capitals without full stops: • WHO • NICAM, although some of the better-known acronyms are sometimes seen with only an initial capital: • NATO/Nato • AIDS/Aids. Acronyms which refer to some piece of technical equipment, rather than an organisation: • sonar (sound navigation and ranging) • radar • laser (light amplification by stimulated emission of radiation) • scuba (self-contained underwater breathing apparatus), become so accepted that they are written in lower-case letters like ordinary words and many people do not even realise that they are acronyms. Other acronyms have become so well known that it is rare to hear their full names: • Naafi [Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes] • Tomcat (theatre of operations missile continuous-wave anti-tank weapon).

Recently there has been a tendency to make acronyms correspond with actual English words: • SEAL (sea-airland (US Navy)) • PACE (Police and Criminal Evidence Act). The more appropriate the word to the organisation or concept, the better: • ASH (Action on Smoking and Health) • MAD (mutual assured destruction). It sometimes seems almost as though organisations and systems are made to fit the acronyms, rather than vice versa: • In 1984, Holmes, the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System, was set up. In spite of its name, Holmes is not an electronic version of the master detective, but a means of investigating crimes through computers (The Times).

The development of electronic communications in recent years has greatly increased the number of acronyms in daily use (see email; netspeak; text messaging). See also nimby; yuppie.

acrylic   This word is sometimes misspelt. Note particularly the yl, not il, in the middle.

act or action?    Both these nouns mean ‘something done’, but action tends to emphasise the process of doing, whereas act denotes the deed itself: • Terrorist action has increased. • It was an act of terrorism. The use of the word action as a verb, meaning ‘take action on’ or ‘put into action’, is disliked by many people, including Fritz Spiegl (Daily Telegraph), who criticised ‘… the many new verbs spawned by the Caring Industry. They no longer do things. They “action” them’

activate or actuate?    Both words, meaning ‘make active or operative’, are acceptable, but careful users reserve actuate for more formal or technical contexts: • The young scientist activated the machine. • The government decided to activate the dormant security unit. • The system is actuated by a series of switches. Actuate is preferred to activate when referring to personal motivation: • The old man’s interest in the girl’s welfare was actuated by greed.

active   An active verb is one in which someone or something (see subject) performs the action of the verb (compare passive). The sentence • The mechanic mended my car contains the active verb mended. Most clauses and sentences containing an active transitive verb can be converted into the passive: • My car was mended by the mechanic, but the result is sometimes clumsy or needlessly complicated.

actor or actress?    see non-sexist terms.

actual Many people object to the frequent, redundant use of the adjective actual simply for emphasis: • This is the actual place where the crash happened. • That is an actual Picasso. The word actual may, however, be used perfectly legitimately in, for instance, comparing real and projected totals: • The actual figure is probably much lower.

actualise   The verb actualise, meaning ‘make actual’, is disliked by some users as an example of the increasing tendency to coin new verbs by adding the suffix -ise to nouns and adjectives: • They have actualised their plans. See also -ize or -ise?

actually   Many people object to the frequent use of the adverb actually where it adds nothing to the meaning of the sentence: • Actually, I prefer coffee to tea. We weren’t actually very impressed by his performance. • She doesn’t live here, actually. In some contexts, however, actually may serve the useful purpose of contrasting that which is actual or real with that which is theoretical or apparent: • I know how to make a soufflé but I’ve never actually made one. • It sounds difficult but it’s actually quite easy. See also in fact.

actuate   see activate or actuate?

acute   see chronic.

AD and BC   The abbreviation AD, which stands for Anno Domini, is traditionally placed before the year number; BC, which stands for before Christ, always follows the year number: • The custom dates back to AD 1462. • The city was destroyed in 48 BC. In modern usage AD sometimes follows the year number: • The battle took place in 1127 AD.

It is strictly tautological to precede AD with in, since Anno Domini literally means ‘in the year of the Lord’; however, the omission of in is generally considered to be unidiomatic: • He died in AD 1042.

BC and AD are also applied to centuries, although the use of AD for this purpose is disliked by some people and is often unnecessary: • since the fourth century BC • until the ninth century AD.

The abbreviations are always written in capital letters (small capitals are sometimes used in printed texts), with or without full stops (see also abbreviations).

Some contemporary writers prefer to use BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (Common Era), or PE (Present Era), to avoid the Christian connotations of BC and AD.

address   Note the spelling of this word, particularly the -dd- and the -ss ending. See also letter writing.

adequate   The adjective adequate is followed by the preposition to or for: • Their income was no longer adequate to [or for] their needs.

adherence or adhesion?    Both these nouns are derived from the verb adhere, meaning ‘stick’. Adhesion is largely confined to the literal sense of the word, whereas adherence is used for the figurative senses of ‘loyalty’ or ‘obedience’: the adhesion of the tape to the fabric • their adherence to the cause • strict adherence to the rules. In medical contexts adhesion is the abnormal union of usually separated body tissues, for example as a result of inflammation.

ad hoc   The Latin phrase ad hoc denotes something that is made or done for a particular purpose, rather than as a general rule. It is most frequently used as an adjective: • an ad hoc decision • on an ad hoc basis. The phrase is also used as an adverb: • The committee will meet ad hoc, as needs arise. It is not usually written or printed in italics.

ad infinitum   The Latin phrase ad infinitum means ‘endlessly’: This series of events repeats itself ad infinitum.

adjectives   An adjective is a word which provides information about a noun: • fat • blue • happy • intelligent • dirty. The main division of adjectives corresponds to the position that they take. Attributive adjectives come before a noun: • a stupid boy. Predicative adjectives follow a verb: • the sky is grey. Postpositive adjectives follow a noun: • the chairman elect. Of course, some adjectives can be used in all three positions: • a long walk • the sides are long • two yards long. Most can be used both attributively and predicatively: • sweet tea • The tea is sweet. Some adjectives can only be attributive: • the principal reason, not The reason is principal. Some can only be predicative: • The baby is awake, not the awake baby. Some are used only in the postpositive position: • There were drinks galore.

Nouns can sometimes be used as attributive adjectives: • a glass bowl • a Meissen plate • cotton shirts. Adjectives can be used as nouns: • the poor • the accused • the quick and the dead; they are also used in the place of adverbs: • They sell their goods dear. • It tastes delicious. Such words as: • fast • late • early function both as adjectives and as adverbs.

Absolute adjectives are such words as: • entire • extreme • total • unique, which cannot be used in the comparative or superlative, and cannot be modified by words like very, utterly, or totally. They can, however, be modified by almost or nearly: • an almost total disaster • a nearly perfect round. Other absolute adjectives cannot be modified in any way: • a postgraduate student • a deciduous tree, but it is occasionally possible to modify an apparently absolute adjective for effect: • He looked very dead.

The overuse of adjectives should be avoided, particularly when they are tautologous: • true facts (see tautology). Care should be taken with choice of adjectives, and the less informative ones should be avoided. He’s a nice man says very little about a man; he might be good-natured, sympathetic, witty, attractive, respectable, or none of these. Long strings of adjectives should also be avoided in ordinary speech or writing, unless they are needed for a precise description: • a small brown one-eyed mongrel. In poetry, several adjectives can be used to good effect: • A poor, weak, palsy-stricken, churchyard thing (Keats). See also comparative and superlative; nouns.

adjourn   This word, which means ‘stop for a short time’ and ‘go’, is sometimes misspelt. Note the d in front of the j, and the our, as in journey.

administer or administrate?    Either verb may be used in the sense of ‘manage’, ‘supervise’, ‘control’, or ‘direct’, with reference to the work of an administrator: • She has administered/administrated the company since the death of her father. Administer also means ‘give’, ‘apply’, or ‘dispense’: • to administer first aid • to administer justice. Administrate is not used in such contexts.

admissible   This word, meaning ‘acceptable’ or ‘having the right to be admitted’, is sometimes misspelt. Note the -ible ending.

admission or admittance?    Both these nouns mean ‘permission or right to enter’. Admission is the more frequent, admittance being largely restricted to formal or official contexts: • Admission is by ticket only. • No admittance. • He presents the picture of a boy for whom an early admission could well be advantageous… Education officials say they blocked his admittance because class sizes at the school were too large (Sunday Times). Of the two words, only admission may be used to denote the price charged or a fee paid for entrance.

The noun admission also means ‘confession’ or ‘acknowledgment’: an admission of guilt • by her own admission.

admit   In the sense of ‘confess’ or ‘acknowledge’, admit is generally used as a transitive verb: • He admitted his mistake. • I admitted that I had lied. • Do you admit writing this letter? Many users dislike the insertion of the preposition to in such contexts: • He admitted to his mistake. • Do you admit to writing this letter?

Admit is followed by to in the sense of ‘allow to enter’ or ‘give access’: • We were not admitted to the club. • This gate admits to the garden. In the formal sense of ‘be open to’ or ‘leave room for’, admit is followed by of: • The phrase does not admit of a different interpretation.

admittance   see admission or admittance?

ad nauseam   The Latin phrase ad nauseam is used to refer to something that happens, is said, etc., again and again so that it is boring or irritating: • to discuss politics ad nauseam. Literally, the phrase means ‘to a sickening degree’.

adolescence   This word is sometimes misspelt. Note particularly the -sc-and the -nc-.

adopted or adoptive?    The adjective adopted is applied to children who have been adopted; adoptive relates to adults who adopt another person’s child: • their adopted daughter • her adoptive parents. Careful users maintain the distinction between the two words.

adrenalin or adrenaline?    Both spellings of this word, denoting a hormone secreted by the adrenal glands, are acceptable. In British English adrenaline is preferred; in American English, adrenalin (also a tradename). Another US alternative is epinephrine.

adult   The noun adult may be stressed on either syllable, but the pronunciation [adŭlt] is heard more frequently than [ădult] in British English. The adjective adult, which principally means ‘mature’ or ‘of or for adults’: an adult approach • adult education, is often used as a euphemism for ‘pornographic’: • adult videos • an adult film.

advance or advancement?    The noun advance means ‘forward motion’ or ‘progress’: • the advance of the enemy. The noun advancement is chiefly used in formal contexts to refer to ‘promotion’ or ‘increased status’: opportunities for personal advancement. The two nouns are sometimes confused in the context of progress in development: • advances in medical science • the advancement of medical science. Here, advancement refers to the act of assisting progress or development.

advantage or vantage?    Advantage means ‘superiority’ or ‘benefit’: to have the advantage over a rival • the advantages of co-education. Vantage is chiefly found in the phrase vantage point, meaning ‘a place that affords a good overall view’. In tennis, the words vantage and van are sometimes used as shortened forms of the scoring term advantage: • (ad) vantage Smith.

advantageous   This word is sometimes misspelt, the most frequent error being the omission of the -e-. Note also the pronunciation of this word, stressed on the third syllable [advăntayjŭs].

adverbs   Adverbs modify other parts of speech and answer questions such as how? (adverbs of manner): • quietly • greedily; when? (adverbs of time): • then • tomorrow; where? (adverbs of place): • there • outside. They can modify verbs: • She wrote neatly; adjectives: • extremely hot; other adverbs: • fairly well; whole clauses or sentences: • Anyway, it doesn’t matter now – or can be used to link clauses or sentences: • I dislike him; nevertheless, I feel responsible for him. Adverbs are frequently formed by adding -ly to an adjective: • darkly • wisely, but this does not apply to all adverbs: • to work late • to jump high.

It is usually acceptable to place an adverb between parts of a verb: • I have often spoken about the matter, but adverbs should not come between a verb and its direct object. Whether the adverb is positioned after the object or before the verb depends on the length of the object clause: • They tortured the prisoners cruelly. • They cruelly tortured the political prisoners who had been arrested for demonstrating against the regime. Careful positioning of the adverb is sometimes necessary in order to avoid ambiguity in a sentence: • She disliked intensely sentimental films. If intensely relates to disliked, it should be placed before the verb. See also adjectives; sentence adverb; split infinitive.

adversary   The pronunciation of this word with stress on the second syllable [adversări] is disliked by many users, who prefer the traditional pronunciation with stress on the first syllable [advĕrsări]. See also stress.

adverse or averse?    Adverse, meaning ‘unfavourable’, ‘antagonistic’, or ‘hostile’, usually precedes an abstract noun; averse, meaning ‘disinclined’, ‘unwilling’, or ‘having a strong dislike’, usually relates to people and is never placed before the noun it qualifies: • adverse criticism • an adverse effect • These working conditions are adverse to efficiency. • The committee was not averse to the proposal. • Her father is not averse to using violence. • They are averse to all publicity. The two adjectives are sometimes confused in the sense of ‘opposed’.

Averse is often preceded by not and may be followed by to or from – to being preferred in modern usage.

Adverse may be stressed on either syllable, but the pronunciation [advers] is more frequent than [ădvers]. Averse is always stressed on the second syllable [ăvers].

advertise   This word, meaning ‘promote or publicise’: • a brochure advertising holidays, is sometimes misspelt. It is one of the words ending in -ise that cannot be spelt -ize; see also -ize or -ise?

advise   The use of the verb advise as a synonym for ‘tell’, ‘inform’, ‘notify’, etc., is widely regarded as commercialese and is best avoided in general usage: • Please advise us of your new address. • I told [not advised] him that the meeting had been cancelled. The -s- of advise should not be replaced by -z- in British or American English. See also counsel or advise?; -ize or -ise?

adviser or advisor?    This word, meaning ‘person who gives advice’, may be spelt either adviser or advisor. Adviser is preferred in British English but advisor is more frequent in American English.

advisory   This word, meaning ‘for the purpose of giving advice’, is sometimes misspelt: note the -ory ending. In American English advisory may also be used as a noun to denote advance warning of something, especially of severe weather: • hurricane advisory.

-ae- and -oe-    In such words as archaeology and amoeba, the vowel combinations -ae- and -oe- were once represented by the characters æ and œ. They are now usually written or printed as separate letters and there is an increasing tendency for the -a- and -o- to be omitted. In American English such words as haemorrhage, oestrogen, and anaesthetic are spelt hemorrhage, estrogen, and anesthetic, although, conversely, esthetic is not usually preferred to aesthetic. In British English the -o- has already been dropped from ecumenical (formerly oecumenical) and the -a- and -o- are gradually disappearing from medi(a)eval, encyclop(a)edia, f(o)etus, etc. This process of simplification, which is particularly associated with scientific and technical contexts, is disliked and resisted by some users.

The -ae ending of such plural nouns as vertebrae and formulae (see plurals) should not be reduced to -e. See also archaeology; encyclopedia or encyclopaedia?; foetus or fetus?, etc.

aegis   This word, meaning ‘authority’ or ‘protection’, is sometimes misspelt. Note the ae- at the beginning of the word. • The committee operates under the aegis of the state legislature. Aegis is pronounced [eejis].

aerial   This word, meaning ‘of the air; from an aircraft’ and ‘device that receives or sends out broadcast signals’, is sometimes misspelt. Note particularly the ae- at the beginning of the word.

aero or air?    Both these words may be used adjectivally or as prefixes in the sense of ‘relating to aeroplanes or aircraft’: • aerobatics • airliner • aerodrome • airport • an aero engine • the airforce • aerospace • airspace. In some American words the prefix aero- is replaced by air-: the nouns aeroplane and aerofoil, for example, are rendered as airplane and airfoil in American English.

aeroplane   see aero or air?; plane.

aerosol   Note the spelling of this word, particularly the ae- at the beginning and the -ol at the end. An aerosol is a fine spray dispensed from a pressurised container; the noun may refer to the container or the contents.

aesthetic, ascetic or acetic?    These three words should not be confused. The adjective aesthetic means ‘relating to beauty or good taste’: aesthetic value. An ascetic is a person who practises self-denial; acetic acid is the main component of vinegar. Note the spelling of aesthetic, particularly the ae-; the variant spelling esthetic is restricted to American English.

Ascetic and acetic are not identical in pronunciation. The middle syllable of 
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1 Thinking

Its always good policy to devote time to thinking about the task n hand
and about the aims to be fulfilled before putting pen to paper or touch-
ing the computer keyboard. This s arguably the most important stage in
the whole process, as the success of the finished piece of writing will
depend largely upon the quality of the thinking and researching done at
the outset. Experienced writers know the value of good preparation and
recognise that time spent at this initial stage is never wasted. In the case
of an email or a letter, this would include thinking about who the mes-
sage is being sent to, the content of the message, and the response that
is desired from the recipient.

20rganising

It 5 essential to give some thought to planning how best to organise and
present your witing, making decisions about the proposed structure, lay-
out, etc. There may be more than one way 1o present an argument or
other material,and choosing between these altematives at this early stage
may save a ot of time later. Being properly organised willreduce the over-
all time needed to complete the task and wil help ensure that all the
intended aims are met at the desired standard. f there i a deadiine to be
met, it is vita! to decide how much time to dedicate to the task, making
sure there will still be an opportunity at the end to go back over what has
been written and make any necessary corrections and improvements;
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‘In every sense, a good word guide’
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