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Use of Words

There are more than forty thousand words in the English language. No one

Types of Words

knows or uses so many words. Normally people only use common words. Such
words are what we should learn first.

Formal and informal words

Words can be formal or informal in style. Words of different styles are used
on diffcrent occasions for different purposes.

Formal words are those which are used on formal occasions. For example:

(12) Would you please inform me of the possibility that the terms we mention

will enable you to expedite the shipment two weeks ahead of scheduie?

This is a typical, formal business English sentence, and the words inform,
terms, and expedite are formal words.

Informal words are those which are used in informal situations, such as in
conversations between close friends or family members. In such situations, Ex-
ample (1a) can be expressed like this:

(1b) Could you tell me if you can send the goods by sea two weeks ahead of

time according to our terms? ,

In Example (1b), words like tell, if, and send are rather informal. Infor-
mal words are often colloquial words.

It is important to note that some words are neutral because they are neither
very formal nor very informal. As a matter of fact, there are different degrees
of formality. Certain words can be used in both formal and informal situations.
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Words like know, whether, able, and ship, for example, are neutral. There-

fore Example (1b) can be expressed as:

(1c) Is it possible for us to know whether you are able to ship the goods two

weeks ahead of time according to our terms?

Generally speaking, formal words are typically “big” words which are bor-
rowed from Latin, Greek, French, and other languages; and informal words
are typically of native “English” in origin, although they may not always be so.
The following are just a few examples:

¢ 2

Formal Words Informal Words
construction building
Nouns intention aim
remarks words
utter say
Verbs investigate fook into
inform tell
prosperous rich
Adjectives tremendous big
: sincere true
ke oaodences J

Note that building is more informal than construction, so is tell in relation
to inform. That, however, does not mean that they are used only in informal
situations or contexts.

Here are more examples. Pay attention to the italicized words:

(2a) He claimed : “This dish is the most delicious one.”

(He is probably a gourmet. )

(2b) He said: “This dish is the most delicious one.”

(We cannot tell who he is. He is probably just a diner. )

(3a) The president made an oration yesterday.

(It is a formal and solemn public speech.3
(3b) He gave a talk yesterday.
(It is quite informal. )



General and specific words

Words can be general or specific. General words are used to show general
ideas, while specific words provide more detailed and precise information about
what they refer to. -

In the following we can see how ideas or objects can be expressed by either
general or specific words: »

General " Specific
tree oak, pine, cypress, poplar
Nouns fruit apple, banana, pear, grape, orange
profession teacher, policeman, doctor, tailor
take capture, seize, grasp, grip, clasp
Verbs kill shoot, slay, stab, poison, strangle
go walk, stroll, saunter, step, pace, run
good honest, responsible, correct, efficient
Adjectives red pink, crimson, carmine, scarlet
big large, huge, enormous, tremendous
isfactorily, th ly,
Adverbs well satisfactorily, thoroughly, correctly
8 clearly ]

It is easy to see that the specific words on the right are much more concrete
and vivid than the general ones on the left. But that does not mean that general
words are useless. When we want to give a general picture of something or an
event, for instance, we normally use general words; but if we want to draw a
detailed picture of something or an event in order to impress the readers, spe-
cific words are preferred. For example;:

(4a) John entered the classroom.

(4b) John ran into the classroom.

These sentences are both good sentences, depending on the writer’s purpo-
ses in particular situations. If we just want to tell the reader that John came into
the classroom, Example (4a) is good enough. If, however, we want to tell the
reader that he came into the classroom in a hurry — probably when the bell was
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ringing, then Example (4b) is preferred.

Examine the following pairs of sentences:

(5a) He put the book on the desk.

(It does not matter how he did it.)

(bb) He threw the book on the desk.

(We know how he did it and can guess that he was probably angry. )

(6a) | saw Mary enter a house.

(It is not important what kind of house it was. )

(6b) | saw Mary enter a bungalow .

(We can visualize the house. )
(7a) Scientists report seeing snow leopards which were believed to be extinct
years ago in the Himalayas.
(It is not important to know what kind of scientists they are. )
(7b) Biologists report seeing snow leopards which were believed to be extinct
years ago in the Himalayas.
(We are told what kind of scientists they are. )

(8a) She is laughing.

(We just know she is happy.)

(8b) She is giggling .

(We know the exact way in which she laughs. )

From these examples we can see that general words and specific words
serve different purposes. General words just tell us what happens without
focusing on the details, whereas specific words focus on the manner in which
something is done. In other words, specific words are more accurate and

vivid.

Use of Proper Words in Proper Places

Many people try to commit to memory as many words as possible because
they think that they will be able to write good English if they have a large
vocabulary. In writing, they tend to use big, pompous words which they have
just picked up in their reading. The resulting compositions, of course, often
sound very strange, because many words are out of place.

J. Swift, a great writer, once emphasised the idea that the true definition
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of style is proper words in proper places. We have seen that words can be for-
mal, informal or neutral, and that they can be general or specific. All these
words are good words as long as they are used properly. If, on the other hand,
they are used improperly, the sentences we write cannot be good English ones .
Such faulty sentences may be due to the following reasons.

Use of formal words in informal situations and vice versa

Use of formal words in informal situations and vice versa will make sen-
tences sound ridiculous. Let us look at the following examples:

(1) —Hi, Rose!

—Hi, Jack! How about coming to my home tomorrow? I'll extend a warm
welcome to you. @

It is evident that it is a dialogue between two close friends. The expression
extend a warm welcome is too formal to be used on such an informal occasion.
In this dialogue, You are welcome, would be more appropriate.

(2a) We will give you a discount of 3 percent if you give us money tor the

goods in 15 days.

If this sentence were in a formal business letter, the informal words give
and money would make it sound a bit too casual. They should be replaced by
more formal words like offer and payment .

(2b) We are happy to offer you a discount of 3 percent on the total value when

payment is received within 15 days of delivery.

Misuse of general or specific words

We have shown that words can be general or specific, and that general
words focus on the main idea whereas specific ones on details. Unfortunately,
some learners of English tend to use general words where specific words are
required, and vice versa. Let us look at the following example:

(3a) | am very happy because | have met a person.

When we read Example (3a), we might wonder why the narrator feels
happy, because it does not tell us what kind of person he met. The meaning

(D Starred sentences are considered incorrect or improper ones.

478632 ’



will be clearer if the general word person is replaced by a more specific
term;

(3b) | am very happy because | have met an old friend whom | haven’t seen

for years.

On the other hand, general words may be more desirable if we only want to
draw a general picture. For example:

(4) In arranging business meetings with people outside the company, it is

often wise to confirm in person or by telephone

(5) We should protect wild animals .

Here in Example (4), the writer uses the general word people since it is not
necessary to say what kind of people it refers to. As a matter of fact, the writer
is referring to all business associates outside the company. Similarly, in Exam-
ple (5) the writer uses animals instead of pandas or tigers, which would exclude
other animals.

ElE Use of ambiguous words

Needless to say, words themselves are not ambiguous, but they may give
rise to ambiguity or confusion if they are not used properly. For example:

(6a) He told my father that he was wrong.

We cannot figure out who was wrong from this sentence, since the second
he can refer either to the subject of the main clause or its object, i.e. my fa-
ther. So the sentence has two possible interpretations, depending on the context
of situation:

(6b) He admitted that he was wrong and told it to my father.

(6¢) He pointed out that my father was wrong.

Let us look at another example .

(7a) Tom asked Mike when he should come to his house.

We may be confused as to who should come to whose house. Its meaning
will be clear if it is changed into:

(7b) Tom asked Mike when he should come to Mike’s house.

In short, it is important that we use proper words in proper places. In
doing so, we must keep it in mind that which words are proper is determined
not by the words themselves, but by the situation, context, or the writer’s

6
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purpose.
D

Having discussed the importance of using proper words in proper places,

Further Tips for the Choice of Words

we should now try to answer the question: “ How should we use words proper-

ly?” In general, there are three basic “rules” in the choice of words.
& Be accurate

The first rule for the use of “proper words in proper places” is to be accu-
rate, which means that we should use words which express e)facxl\x,what we
S J
mean.

EMl7 The “translation method”

When writing compositions, many Chinese students formulate Chinese sen-
tences first, and then translate them word for word into Er.l'_gl~i_s;h\.\This often re-
sults in extremely unnatural or even incorrect sentences. The English word
crowded , for instance, can be translated into “#f#%” in Chinese. So, since we
often say “3ZiE R #H$7” in Chinese, Chinese students tend to write sentences
like:

(1a) The traffic is very crowded.

This sentence is incorrect because crowded and traffic normally do not
go together in English. If we want to use the word crowded, we will have to
say:

(1b) The road is very crowded.

If we want to keep the traff\ic‘, then we will have to say:

(1c) The traffic is heavy.

Take another exaaﬁé\?*“ :

(2a) Every student went to see the film yesterday besides me, because | was

ill.

The writer thought the word besides was equal to the Chinese phrase “B&

T”, but he did not know besides means “as well as” or “in addition to”. If we

want to express the meaning “but not” or “not including”, then the word except



will have to be used:

(2b) Every student went to see the film yesterday except me, because | was ill.

(3a) Although she is very young, but she knows a lot.

This is a very typical Chinglish (Chinese English) sentence, because in Chi-
nese “HSR” and “{HJ&” are a correlative coordinator, whereas in English al-
though and but are mutually exclusive — we can use either of them, but not
both.

(3b) She is very young, but she knows a lot.

(3c) Although she is very young, she knows a lot.

To avoid such mistakes, we should try to learn more about English gram-
mar and to think in English. When we are expressing an idea in English, we
should try to forget Chinese and ask ourselves “How do English or American
people normally express the idea?” instead of formulating a Chinese sentence
first and translating it into English.

EH 2 Scope of meanings

To be accurate in writing, we should be aware that many English words
have at least two or more meanings. Let us take the English word fresh for ex-
ample.
(4a) You can buy fresh fruits and vegetables in the market.
(not spoiled in taste)

(4b) He bathed and put on fresh clothes.
(clean, unused)

(4c) She always seems fresh, however much work she's done.
(healthy and vigorous)
From these examples, we can see that the meaning of the word fresh varies
from sentence to sentence. Here are more examples.
(ba) He forced a passage through the crowd.
(a narrow way, opening)

(bb) He was too poor to afford the passage, and so he will have to work his
passage by doing jobs on the ship.
(the cost of a long journey by ship or aircraft)

(5¢c) The old bridge is not strong enough to allow the passage of heavy vehi-



