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Introduction

Is this book for you?

Did you know that in many exams and assessed schemes you lose
marks if your spelling, grammar and punctuation are wrong?

Did you know that, if you are applying for a job and you make
mistakes in your letter or Application Form, sometimes an employer
will not bother to interview you?

Did you know that, when you have got a job, people get fed up
with you if your English Language Skills are no good?

Did you know that it is not too late to do something about it?

If you want to improve your English Language Skills, this book
is for you.

. Which exams are you working for?

If you are working for any English, Office Studies, Business Studies,
or Information Technology exams in GCSE, BTEC, Pitmans, LCCT or
RSA, you will need good English Language Skills. Even if you are
working for Certificates or Diplomas in retailing, you still need to be
able to spell properly, punctuate accurately and write correct English
sentences.

I What will you learn from this book?

The book will remind you of the basic rules of spelling, grammar and
punctuation — those things which you half learnt years ago, or have
forgotten; perhaps even some things which you have never learnt at

all, but now need to know.



You will be able to use it as a reference book to look up odd
points which you cannot quite remember, or always get wrong.

It will not try to teach you complicated rules about how to write
English in a fancy, literary style. It will not use difficult words, like
subjunctive or past participle; it will use terms like nouns, verbs and
adjectives. It will not try to teach you the more difficult rules of
English grammar; if you follow the simple notes in this book, your
grammar will be acceptable.

The business and office world requires clear, accurate English:
that is what this book will help you to learn, or re-learn.

u How does it work?

It works in three ways. You can work through it from beginning to
end if you want to improve your English Language Skills all round.
You will find this a useful thing to do if your skills are generally
rather poor.

You can use it to work on specific points — apostrophes, for
example — by looking up what you want in the Contents or Index
and going straight to that part of the book.

You can also use the Practice sections in each chapter as exam
questions. They can be typed, word processed or handwritten, and
will give you practice in writing different documents in a variety of
styles.

The book starts with some very basic points about writing
English — the length of a sentence, when to use a new paragraph,
etc. The exercises in the first few chapters are fairly easy, too.

As you work through the book, you will find that the learning
goals get a little more difficult to achieve; this is partly because the
English language rules themselves get more complicated, and partly
because the exercises are longer and more complex. However, if you
work throught the chapters in order, this should not be a problem.
Rules and ideas you have studied in earlier chapters are repeated in
later ones, with reminders of certain basics every now and again.

None of the chapters deals with advanced or very difficult
English language skills, but the exercises towards the end of the book
will test your knowledge and skills quite considerably.

At the end of the book there are Appendices. Appendix 1 is a list
of words which people often cannot remember how to spell.



Appendix 2 is a list of words which people get confused

about — their and there, for example; they are called confusibles.
You will come across most of the words in Appendix 2 as you work
through the book, so will be able to practise using them, as well as
being able to look them up quickly.

! What this book is not

This is not a book which will teach you how to lay out letters, how to
do summaries or answer comprehension questions. All these things
are included as exercises, but there are plenty of other books to help
you learn how to tackle them. This book is about grammar, spelling
and punctuation: once you have decided what to write, it will help
you to write it correctly.

' About the language

English is a living language, and is changing all the time; what was
accepted years ago sounds funny or wrong now. This book tries to
use English which is generally acceptable to most people in English
speaking countries. In doing this, there may be expressions or words
which some people cannot bear to hear or read — ‘different to’
instead of ‘different from’, for example. When these expressions
occur, the book will use what is still considered grammatically correct
(‘different from’), but may point out what is becoming generally
accepted (‘different to’). The author regrets any inconvenience caused
while work is in progress!



1| Sentences and
Paragraphs

Learning goals: @ The right length for a sentence
Punctuating the beginnings and ends of
sentences

When to start a new paragraph
Presentation skills

Piece/peace

Practice/practise

. The right length for a sentence

‘How long should a sentence be?’ is rather like asking ‘How long is a
piece of string?” The answer is — it depends.

It depends on the idea you want to get across in a sentence,
because that is the aim: ’

one idea = one sentence.

If you switch ideas in mid-sentence by just putting a comma and
carrying on, the reader gets muddled. Read this sentence:

The meeting is scheduled to last one hour from 1100 hours, please
reserve the Conference Room.

The first part of the sentence is about the time of the meeting. The
second part asks the reader to book the room. The two ideas are
linked, of course, but they are not the same idea. The following
version is easier to read, and is therefore clearer:

The meeting is scheduled to last one hour from 1100 hours. Please
reserve the Conference Room.



5

One good test of whether a sentence is the right length is to read
it aloud. If, as you read, you find it difficult to make sense of it, that
is probably because it changes ideas in the middle or because it is
too long, or both. Please read the two previous examples aloud to
yourself, and see which is easier to read. Business sentences are
usually better if they are short and to the point.

When you are writing a sentence, ask yourself:

® Am I sticking to one idea?
® Does the sentence feel too long as I read it aloud?

You should be able to answer ‘Yes’ to the first question and ‘No’ to
the second.

T_ Exercises on sentence length

You are going to write a letter in answer to a job advertisement.

Exercise 1

1 Write the first paragraph by doing the following:
Read this sentence aloud to yourself. Try not to take a breath in
the middle.

In reply to your advertisement, which I saw in the paper
yesterday, I am writing to ask you to send me an
Application Form because I think I would enjoy working for
your company.

Is the writer sticking to one idea?
Does it feel too long as you read it aloud?

You probably answered ‘No’ followed by ‘Yes’, so the
sentence needs breaking into two. Where would you break it?
The best place to break it is after ‘Application Form’; the writer
is changing ideas at that point.

2 Write the sentences out as you think they should be written.

Exercise 2

1 Now add two 'sentences about the course itself:
Do the same as you did in Exercise 1:

Read the following aloud to yourself

Ask yourself whethe. the writer changes ideas in mid-sentence
and whether the sentence feels too long




I am attending a full-time Office Studies course at our local
college, where I am studying for the examinations mentioned in
the advertisement, the results should be out by the end of
August.

You probably feel that the sentence is too long, but where should
you break it? Decide where to make the break and then start a
new paragraph and write the two sentences about the course.

2 Start another new paragraph and add two sentences of your own,
expressing the following ideas:

(1) You will complete and return the Application Form as soon
as you can, but you are on holiday for the next two weeks

(2) You can go for an interview at any time once you are back
home again.

3 Proofread your work by reading the whole thing aioud to
yourself and by checking it against this version:

In reply to your advertisement, which I saw in the paper
yesterday, [ am writing to ask you to send me an Application
Form. I think I would enjoy working for your company.

I am attending a full-time Office Studies course at our local
college, where I am studying for the examinations mentioned in
the advertisement. The results should be out by the end of
August.

I will complete and return the Application Form to you as soon
as possible, but I shall be’away on holiday for the next two
weeks. As soon as | am back, I shall be able to attend for an
interview at any time.

In those six sentences you have expressed six different ideas:

- you are replying to the advertisement

- you think you would enjoy working for the company

- you are attending a course and studying for the right
examinations

- the results should be out by the end of August

- you will be away for the next two weeks, so returning the form
might be delayed

- after that you are available for an interview.

1

As you work through the rest of this book, make sure:

YOUR SENTENCES EXPRESS ONE IDEA and
DO NOT SOUND TOO LONG WHEN READ ALOUD



. Pinctusting'the begfinnings and ends of

S i b

This will be a very short section, because the rules are very simple:
ALWAYS START A SENTENCE WITH A CAPITAL LETTER

ALWAYS END A SENTENCE WITH A FULL STOP OR ITS
EQUIVALENT (QUESTION MARK OR EXCLAMATION MARK)

People sometimes forget to start with a capital letter, particularly if
the first word is L. If you are one of those people, be strict with
yourself and check that all your sentences start with a capital letter.

If you word process or type your work, you normally leave two
spaces after a full stop — it makes the typescript easier to read. You
will notice from the layout of this book that printers follow a
different rule about spacing between sentences!

If you are inconsistent about your spacing, you may lose marks
in examinations.

. When to start a new paragraph

Many people find it very difficult to decide when to start a new
paragraph. There is no golden rule to follow, but there are some tips
which will help you.

When you start a new sentence, unless it happens to be the very
first one, ask yourself these questions:

‘What have I just been writing about?’
‘Is the next sentence about the same subject or topic?”

If the answer to the second question is ‘Yes’ — keep on with the
same paragraph. If the answer is ‘No’ — start a new one.
The next question is ‘What do you mean by a subject or topic?’
Suppose you were writing to someone about your holiday in
Corfu. What sorts of things would you write about? Probably:

® The weather

® The food

¢ The night life

¢ The other people.



