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Chapter 2

Basic Tools of Writing

Lesson #2: English is so complex because it is dynamic.  The language changes when new words and expressions come into use as others fade.

[see related handout – Letter Perfect: Why English is So Hard]
Eight Parts of Speech:

1. Nouns – names of objects or concepts

2. Verbs – express action or the state of being

3. Adjectives – modify nouns, describing or defining them in some way

4. Adverbs – modify verbs (can also modify adjectives; often end in “ly”)

5. Pronouns – substitutes for nouns (“that, which, who, whom”)

6. Conjunctions – connect words, phrases & clauses (“and, but, so, or, nor”)

7. Interjections – words that express strong emotion (“wow!”)

8. Prepositions – words that accompany nouns or pronouns to modify other nouns, pronouns or verbs (“in, at, from, to, on, with”)

Systems of Language:

1. Lexicon – deals with words that form the building blocks of language
2. Grammar – the way in which words are strung together to describe complex thoughts, ideas or activities; a system of rules that defines the use of language
3. Semantics – refers to the meanings that people assign to words
4. Phonology – the system by which the language is spoken
The basic unit of English usage is the sentence.  It has two parts (subject & predicate).  A sentence contains a subject and a verb and expresses a complete thought.

[from Ch. 1] Four Kinds of Sentences:

1. Simple: Alex wrote a letter to his friend.

2. Compound: Alex wrote a letter, and he mailed it to his friend.

3. Complex: Alex wrote a letter that contained his confession to the crime.

4. Compound-Complex: Alex wrote a letter that contained his confession, and he mailed it the next day.

Simple (an independent clause):

John ran to the store.

Complex (an independent and a dependent clause):

John ran to the store after the rain had stopped.

 independent clause | dependent clause
Compound (two independent clauses separated by a comma & a coordinating conjunction):

John ran to the store, but he walked back.

· independent clause | ↓ | independent clause
      comma & coordinating conjunction

Compound-Complex (two independent clauses and a dependent clause; independent clauses are separated by a comma & a coordinating conjunction):

John ran to the store after the rain had stopped, but he walked back.

· independent clause |  dependent clause  |      ↓  | independent clause
                                       comma & coordinating conjunction

Sentence Content:

1. Declarative – one that makes a statement (the most common type)

2. Interrogative – one that asks a question (ends with ?)

3. Imperative – a command (could end with a . or !)

4. Exclamatory – expresses strong emotion (usually ends with !)

Active v. Passive:

· When a writer uses a verb in the active voice, the emphasis is on the subject as the doer or perpetrator of the action.  (John throws the ball.)

· Passive voice throws the action onto the object and often obscures the perpetrators of the action.  (The ball is thrown by John.)

Generally mass media writers prefer the active voice.

Pronoun problems:

· Use “which” to introduce nonessential clauses (“John wrecked his car, which he bought only last month.”)

· Use “that” to introduce an essential clause (“Jane wanted the kind of computer that she had always used.”)

· Use “who” when it is the subject of a sentence, clause or phrase (“John, who was married yesterday, left on a business trip.”)

· Use “whom” when the structure of the sentence, clause or phrase makes it the object of the verb or preposition (“Anna, to whom the money was given, refused to spend any of it.”)

Apostrophes (’) indicate the possessive form of most words (“the man’s hat”).  They can also indicate the plural form of a word.  If the word ends in “s” adding a second “s” is unnecessary (whales’).

[see related handout – It’s Time: That Old Apostrophe Again]
Rules for Commas (,):

1. Used to set off items like parenthetical or independent words; appositions and modifiers; transitional words

2. Used to separate items like introductory clauses or phrases from other parts of the sentence; items in a series; parts of a compound sentence

3. Used conventionally like large numbers, dates, addresses and inverted names

[see related handout: Rules for Using Commas]
Semicolon (;) – used to separate independent clauses in the same sentence and to separate items in a series that contain commas

Colon (:) – used to introduce a list or two separate sentences when the second clarifies the first

Holy It!

· Its (no apostrophe) is the possessive form of the pronoun it (“its final score”)

· It’s (with apostrophe) is a contraction meaning it is (“it’s hard to tell”)

[see pp. 23-24 for rules on use of Plurals]
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