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Introduction

LVhen you're a grammarian, people react to you in
interesting — and sometimes downright strange —
ways. An elderly man once asked me about something that
had puzzled him for eight decades: Why did his church,

St. Paul’s, include an apostrophe in its name? My nephew
recently called to inquire whether his company’s sign in
Times Square should include a semicolon. (I said no, though
the notion of a two-story-tall neon semicolon was tempting.)
Lots of people become tongue-tied, sure that I'll judge their
choice of who or whom. (They worry needlessly, because I
consider myself off-duty when I'm not teaching or writing.)

Though you may aspire to be something other than a gram-
marian, knowing how to use proper grammar is always an
advantage — especially in the workplace. Most jobs that pro-
vide you with a desk (and many jobs that don’t!) demand that
you know how to communicate in both speech and writing.

If you haven’t yet reached the workplace, now’s the best time
to master good grammar. No matter what subject you're study-
ing, teachers favor proper English. Also, the SAT includes a
writing section that’s heavy on grammar and, ironically, light
on writing.

In this book, I show you the tricks of the grammar trade, the
strategies that help you make the right decision when you're
facing such grammatical dilemmas as the choice between /
and me or was and were. | explain what you need to do in
such situations, and I also tell you why a particular word is
correct or incorrect. You don’t have to memorize a list of
meaningless rules (with the exception of some points from
the punctuation chapter) because when you understand the
reason for a particular choice, you'll pick the correct word
automatically.
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About This Book

I concentrate on what English teachers call the common
errors. You don’t have to read this book in order, and you
don’t have to read the whole thing. Just browse through the
table of contents and look for things that you often get wrong.
Or start with Chapter 1, which outlines the usage issues voted
“most likely to succeed” — in giving you a headache. When
you recognize something that nags you every time you write,
jump to the chapter where I explain how to handle it like

a pro.

Conventions Used in This Book

When [ introduce a term or concept that may be unfamiliar to
you, I italicize it so you know I'm aware that jargon is at hand.
I quickly follow it up with an explanation or definition so you
can continue on with the topic.

Foolish Assumptions

I assume that you already speak English to some extent and
that you want to speak it — and write it — better. I also
assume that you're a busy person with better things to do
than worry about pronouns. This book is for you if you want

v~ Skill in communicating exactly what you mean
» A higher-paying or higher-status job

»” Speech and writing that presents you as an educated,
intelligent person

+* A good score on the SAT I Writing or the ACT exam

!+ Polished skills in English as a second language
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Icons Used in This Book

In the left margins of this book, you find the following four
icons, each of which highlights a particular type of material:
MBER
éﬁ.
® Wi This icon points out a nugget of information you’ll want to
recall later, so make room for it in your mental filing cabinet.

‘9»9" Are you hoping to spend some time behind ivy-covered walls?
~ s\ To put it another way: Are you aiming for college? If so, you
/) should pay special attention to the information next to this
icon, because college-admissions testers love this material.
B\
Wherever you see this icon, you'll find helpful strategies for
understanding sentence structure or choosing the correct word.
swer
< Not every grammar trick has a built-in trap, but some do. This
icon tells you how to avoid common mistakes.

Where to Go from Here

Need some pointers on how to improve your writing — fast?
Jump to Chapter 11. Want to refresh your memory regarding
punctuation regulations? Head straight for Chapter 7. Not sure
where to begin? Chapter 1 can help.

[ truly don’t mind where you start. Just allow me one last
word before you do. Actually, two last words: Trust yourself.
You already know a lot. If you're a native speaker, you've com-
municated in English all your life, including the years before
you set foot in school and saw your first textbook. If English

is an acquired language for you, you've probably already
absorbed a fair amount of vocabulary and grammar, even if
you don’t know the technical terms.

I’'m just here to help you refine what you know and get past
any grammar gremlins that haunt you. So if the word grammar
usually makes you sweat, wipe your brow and remember that
nothing in this book is too difficult for you to master.
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Chapter 1

Grasping Grammar
Nitty-Gritty

In This Chapter
» Defining what grammar means
- Identifying the problems grammar can solve

Bringing grammar into the real world

'm well aware that you’ve been studying grammar in one

form or another for a lot of years. You may have been in
first or second grade when a teacher introduced the notion
that different words in a sentence do different things: Some
words name people, animals, and objects, for example, and
other words indicate what those people, animals, and objects
are doing.

If you were blessed with brilliant, enlightened teachers, your
experience with grammar has led you to understand not only
how to use it but also why it’s essential. However, because
you're holding this book in your hands, I suspect that may not
have been the case. More likely, you were blessed with caring,
dedicated teachers who followed a pattern of instruction
handed down to them from teachers past. That pattern likely
focused on memorizing parts of speech and diagramming
sentences. And here you are, years later, trying to recall what
indirect objects are and why you should care.

In this chapter, I explain how I approach the study of gram-
mar in this book. A clue: [ honestly don’t care whether you
can identify an indirect object (a part of speech I describe in
Chapter 4). 1 do, however, care a great deal about your ability
to construct a complete sentence that communicates informa-
tion clearly and meets the needs of your audience.



