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Introduction

““Accuracy in the expresssion of ideas follows, not precedes,
accurate use of language.” These words, said to me more than
forty years ago by Paul Deland, the then managing editor of the
Christian Science Monitor, when 1 was a fledgling copy editor,
have echoed in my mind ever since. His words not only inspired
me then, they also have guided me in my personal and pro-
fessional life ever since. They have served me well in my voca-
tions as a communicator and as a teacher of writing and editing.
And, most assuredly, they undertie the concept and content of A
Pun My Word: A Humorously Enlightened Path to English Us-
age.

Language is a teol. It can be used precisely or clumsily depend-
ing upon the knowledge, competence, and caring of its user.
Accuracy in the expression of ideas occurs when language is
honed to the sharpness of a scalpel held in a steady. practiced
hand. Yet honing of language makes demands on its user. It calls
for knowing how words are spelled, what they mean, what their
parts of speech are, and how they relate to one another. Accuracy
in the use of language requires a disciplining of the mind. Ii calls
for clarity of thought that precedes clarity of -expression. It
demands of one the ability to think in. through, and out on a
straight line. And it insists that the speaker andfor writer use
words, phrases, clauses, and sentences accordingly.

Ignorance, indifference, and slliteracy account in much mea-
sure for the inability of some people to express ideas accurately.
As John Simon states in Paradigms Lost, *‘Language. for the
most part, changes out of ignorance.’” Words can and do change
in meaning because their users do not know their original mean-
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2 Introduction

ings or because they believe that they have come up with new
words. Yet ignorance, as any teacher will tell you, is curable.
Knowledge is its best antidole,

IMiteracy is a scourge in the United States that permeates all
levels of our society. It is not confined to those people who
cannot read or write at atl. It can be found among so-called
educated people who ignorantly or unwittingly mix the number
of subject and verb in a sentence such as, ““Anyone is welcome to
the party if they want o come.”’ A knowing, caring speaker or
writer, one who is thinking clearly, would state, "“All are welcome
to the party if they want to come.”’ llliteracy can be lessened,
and will be, when each of us takes the lime to think about what
we really want to speak or write, and to know clearly how to
state our words and sentences accurately.

The erosion of language starts at the top of society, not at its
bottom, and trickles down. When public leaders, media people,
clergy. teachers, parents, and other alleged standard-setters mis-
speak and miswrite English, the rest of us do likewise. Language
at firsl is an imitative process that begins soon after birth and
goes on and on. Literacy simply demonstraies one’s ability to
read and write, a minimal need in an age of instant and mass
communication.

English is a beautiful Janguage, rich and limitless in variety and
opportunity for cxpressing ideas. Even so, English is not a simple
language. It is filled with complexities and contradictions that
confuse its would-be users as anyonewho has adopted it as a
second language well knows. To speaf"and write English accu-
rately, one needs to be aware of and to understand its structure
and composition, to recognize and respect its traditions, to be
appreciative of its heritage as a means for conveying ideas from
one generation to the next,

Edwin Newman, the renowned and extraordinary broadcast
journalist and connoisseur of language, states it well in A Civil
Tongue:

American English, drawing on so many regional differences, so
many immigrant groups, and such a range of business farming,
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industriat, and artistic experiences, can have an incomparable rich-

ness. Instead, high crimes and misdemeanors are visited upon it,

and those who commit them do not understand that they are crimes
against themselves. The language belongs to all of us. We have no
more valuable possession.

A Pun My Word is not a cure-all for what may be ailing our
society and its use of the English language, Nor does it contain
all the answers to questions someone might have about using the
language accurately. It is a simple guide in English usage that
provides explanations, definitions, amd examples of a variety of
words and points of grammar and usage that ar¢ confusing,
troublesome, misunderstood, ignored, misused, or abused. Nu-
merous sources have been drawn upon for the items that appear
in it. Books on usage and writing have been examined and
studied. A number of dictionarics have been coasulted. The
media have been watched, heard, orread. Conversations, student
papers, and classroom experiences have been recalled. 1 am
indebted to all of them. They have helped to provide ideas and to
reinforce my own.

Yet there are differences among some of these authorities.

. Dictionaries, for example, differ in their definitions and pronun-
‘siations of some words. Not all grammarians and scholars of
language agree on how words should be used. Some are stricter
in their concepts. Others are freer. What the user will find in this
handbook is a compifation of items, as I have determined them,
that represent a cross section, if nola consensus, of those points
in verbal and grammatical usage that seflect modern standards of
American English.

The distinguishing feature of A Pun My Word is its use of
humer to inform, explam, and lilustm!e its many poiats in English
usage. In this sense, itisa depaﬂure from most handbooks. Why
not? Why should English, a fanguage rich in nuances of meanings
and in opportunities for play on words,-be treated and used only:
seriously? A little enfightenment does ease the word and the way! i

The book’s organization, construction, and content have been
designed with its uscrs in mind. First, a word or words are
explained in terms of their problein, difficulity, confusion, or
misuse. Second, the word or words are defined, and their parts
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of speech are given. Third, an example or ¢xamples are offered
to ustrate the word’s or words' appropriate use. Some words or
rerms require longer expianations, definitions, and illustrations
than do others. Iiscussion of them does involve some grammati-
cal lerms but is done at a miaimum. A Pun My Word is a
handbook on usage and not a grammar. | have sought 1o keep my
exposition simple and clear, and to let the examples show or
reinforce the points being made. Even so, as an aid to the book’s
use, I have compiled & glossary of grammatical terms, and for
those who desire further knowledge, 1 have included the titles of
numerous excellent grammars in the Bibliography.

Throughout the planning, compiling, and writing of A Pun My
Word, 1 have been motivated by a love for the English language
that stems from childhood when my mother taught me to read
and write at the age of three. 1 marvel ¢ven now, almost seven
decades later, at the fact that 1 can read and write, that 1 can put
words on a piece of paper or on a blackboard or on a computer
screen, and make them come out right. 1 find immense pleasure
in speaking and writing well, and in having helped countless
numbers of other people to do fikewise. In remembrance of them
and 1o those people who do care about accuracy in expressing
idéas and the accurate use of language, I present this book, taking
sole responsibility for its presumptiveness, content, errors, good
and poor humor, and whatever.

ROBERT OLIVER SHIPMAN
' Mankato, Minnesota
February 1991
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a lot / alot

A lot consists of two words, a, an article, and fof, a noun. It
means a considerable quantity or extent. It also means many.
Other articles and nouns like a lot are a number, a heap, a bunch,
a few, e

Alot is not a word. It is a misspelling for a let.

EXAMPLES:

Politicians are known to make a number, a heap, a bunch, a lot
of promises. A few they keep.

a while Sece awhile / a while,

abdicate / abrogate / absolve

These three verbs are a dangerous trio. Judicious review of their
mcaning can lead to their civil use.

Abdicate means to abandon; formally to give up power, office, or
throne.

Abrogate means to abolish, annul, or repeal by aunthority; to do
away with.



@ abjure / adjure

Afhso!w means to set free from an obligation or the consequences
of guilt.

EXAMPLES:

Kings ascend and abdicate thrones. Parliaments enact and abro-
gate laws. What do people do? They absolve themselves.

abjure / adjure

These look-alike verbs are not 2 compatible couple but quite the
opposiig. It might be said they are at odds with each other.

Abjure means to renounce upon oath; to swear off; to reject
solemnly; to repudiate; to avoid or shun.

Adjure means to charge, bind, or command earnestly and sol-
emnly, often under oath or the threat of a curse; to warn or
admonish solemnly; to beg. entreat, or request carnestly.

EXAMPLES:

Have you ever noticed how some spouses are quick to adjure
their mates about their bad habits yet are slow to abjure their
own? One might call it the battle of the prefixes.

s

sbove Sce over / above / more than.
abrogate ~ See abdicate / abrogate / ahsolve.
absolve See abdicate / abrogate / absolve.

accept [ except

Accept, a verb, should not be confused with except, a conrjunction,
in pronunciation, spelling, and usage.
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Accept means to receive willingly; to give admittance or approval
10,

Except, as a conjunction, means on any other condition than that;
only. As a verb, it means ta take or leave out from a number or a
whole.

EXAMPLES:

Accept what you are reading now. Otherwise, you will have no
one except yourself to blame if you mispronounce, misspell, or
risuse these words again, unless you choose, of course, 10 except
them from your vocabulary.

accommodate

This popularly mispronounced and misspelled verb is a sticky
one. 1t means to make fit or suitable, And, like 2 well-known
candy, it has twom’s in it.

EXAMPLES:

When pronouncing or spelling ac-com-mo-date, be sure to have
more than one m on hand for making accomymodation a noun
suitable for gestation.

adapt / adopt

These look-alike verbs are different because of a single letter. It
is the middle one, the second vowel. And the difference deter-
mines their spelling, prenunciation, and meaning. So if you are
apt, you will opf for the right vowel for each word each time you
use il.



8 adduce / deduce / deduct

Afdgpt means 10 make fit or suitable (o requirements or condi-
tions; to adjust; to make to correspond.

Adgpt means to choose for or take to one’s self; 1o take nio
one’s family as a relation; to take as one’s own child; to assume.

EXAMPLES:

Would-be parents adopt children sometimes. Children, however,
seldom get a chance to choose would-be parents. Somehow they
adapt to each other.

adduce / deduce / deduct

Reasoning and logic enter into the proper knowledge and use of
these verbs.

Adduce (spelled with two d’s) means to offer an example, reason,
or proof in discussion and analysis. Adduce suggests 1o lead to.

Deduce (no double d) is defined as to detcrmine by deduction; to
infer from a general principle; to trace the cause of. Deduce
suggests to lead from.

Deduct, like deduce, comes from the Latin word deducere, 10
Jead awdy from. It is defined as: to take away an amount froma |
total, such as subtract.

EXAMPLES:

The lecture system falters when professors fail to adduce their
subjects clearly and when students are unabie to deduce the
lectures’ meaning. The net result is to deduct a zero in the
learning process.



adverbs . ]

adjectives

The comparing of adiectives has fallen into misuse and abuse
thanks to the ignorance and indifference of some indiscriminate
people and their desire to intensify their communication. Most
single-syllable adjectives take er in forming the comparative and
take est in forming the superlative. Most adjectives of more than
one syllable require the word more in forming the comparative
and require the words the most in forming the superlative, There
are exceptions to these formations. So check a standard diction-
ary whenever you are in doubt about the comparison of a partic-
ular adjective.

EXAMPLES:

CIiff Hanger, the most respected guide on the mountain, was surer
than the other climbers where the safest footholdswere. Being
more familiar with the terrain than they were, he made severer
demands on himself than on them to be sure that no one slipped
and fell head over heels into oblivion.

adjure Sec abjure / adjure.

adopt  See adapt / adopt.

adverbs

;idverbs. which answer the guestion how, not what, have come
into hard times. They have lost their tails—ly, the ending most
commonly used in forming adverbs from adjectives. For some
strange reason, ill-users of language are omilting thely and are
coming up with such illiteracies as: He ran swift, She slept bad.
She sang beautiful. He threw natural.



