Business Writing- Lesson 1

Lesson 1: Why is Writing Important in Business?

This first lesson looks at the importance of spelling words correctly and examines some international differences in spelling. It considers homonyms which often cause problems and teaches the basics of proof reading. It also covers the correct usage of basic personal pronouns. 

Why is Writing Important in Business?

Every business produces paperwork. The first thing a prospective new business needs to do is to produce a business plan. Letters must be written to clients, trading partners and funding bodies. Written applications must be made for a variety of reasons. Advertisements must be designed, whether to promote products and services or to find the right people to fill staff vacancies. At every stage, fluent, error-free writing can give you a big advantage. This course will start with the basics of good writing and go on to look at how writing can be used in each of these different contexts. 

Because of the breadth of topics covered in this course, it's necessary to work through it in stages. If you find the initial stages too simple, don't worry, as quite different topics will be covered later on. If you find them too difficult, be assured that the whole of the course won't be like this. You may find the grammar websites recommended along with this course to be very helpful in clearing up any confusion. Don't hesitate to ask questions if there are points which you don't understand. 


Basic Spelling Matters

Why do we have spelling standards in English? Why don't we simply spell things the way they sound? This question is often voiced by people who find spelling difficult and bothersome. English spelling has complicated origins and often it doesn't seem to make much sense phonetically, in the modern age. However, standards in written English are very important, and their early adoption is part of the reason for its success as a language. If we spell things the way we speak - as people used to do five hundred years ago - we start to experience the same difficulties in reading as we might in understanding the speech of people with unfamiliar accents. It is standardized English which enables speakers all across the world to understand one another. This has done a great deal to facilitate trade and to establish English as one of the predominant languages of business in the global marketplace. 

For the convenience of the majority of students, this course is written in American Standard English, which means that words are spelled according to the system used in the USA. Where necessary, there are annotations to help speakers of other variants of English understand words which differ. If you're trading internationally, it's important to be aware of these differences. Less of them occur in formal discourse, so it's often safer to avoid casual, jokey writing, even if it might otherwise seem appropriate. It's also wise to avoid the use of slang terms and idiom, as these might not mean anything to the foreign reader; or worse, they might mean something very different. The linguist Jeremy Smith has collected a list of such terms in his British / American English Dictionary. 

Although it's common for US academics to talk about 'British English', this is a conflation of two established standards, English Standard English and Scottish Standard English. These standards also use some words differently, have some unique words, and use some different syntactical forms. Some of the features of Scottish Standard English will seem familiar to Canadians, as the influx of Scottish settlers over the past three centuries has heavily influenced the language there. Although it's best for you to try and stick decisively to one standard version of English in your own writing, you should be aware of these variations so that you don't misinterpret other people's communications. 

Syntax is the system of arranging words which enables us to understand the meaning of sentences. People speaking different variants of English tend to phrase the same questions in slightly different ways. For instance, an Englishman may ask "Have you got the time?" where an American would ask "Do you have the time?" Either of those people may ask "Where do you live?" when a Scot would ask "Where do you stay?" Where an American or Englishman would say "That desk needs tidying." a Scot or Canadian would say "That desk needs tidied." All of these forms are correct in the context of the appropriate national speech. 

Besides the standard varieties of English which you are likely to encounter among native speakers, there's English as spoken by people for whom it is a second language. Communicating effectively with people in this position is becoming increasingly important for businesses trading in Europe and the Far East, as well as in smaller markets elsewhere. Most foreign businesspeople whom you encounter in this context will have very good formal English, but, again, they may find idiom and casual language confusing. When communicating with them, it's advisable to avoid using really new words (including a lot of business buzzwords, which develop locally before becoming widely established); keep your language straightforward and clear. 

You may feel that it's unnecessary for you to pay a lot of attention to your spelling if you're using a computer with a spell checker. Spell checkers, however, are far from perfect. They may not be familiar with trade-specific terminology which you need to use, and if you run them automatically they may switch such words for more familiar ones, creating a great deal of confusion. Even a well established spell checker will often fail to spot real words which have accidentally been written in place of other real words - missing the 'm' off the end of 'form', for example, to leave 'for'. Most spell checkers have a very limited understanding of context (if any), so won't realize this sort of thing is a problem. Spell checkers also fail to spot the substitution of words for homonyms - other words which sound the same but have different meanings. 

The best way to use a spell checker is to combine it with manual editing. Letting it run through a document in the first instance, informing you when it thinks it has found mistakes, will help to get rid of a lot of small errors, and will thus reduce the amount of time which you need to spend on proofreading those documents yourself. Proofreading is a learned skill, and can be trickier than it looks for the beginner, but with practice you'll find that you notice errors more and more easily. This will occur as you learn what to look out for. You'll become familiar with your own mistakes, which may help you to spell more accurately from the outset in future.

Homonyms, Apostrophes and Grammatical Case

Being aware of which homonyms to look out for is important when proof reading. Many people aren't actually sure which of these common words are supposed to go where. Confusion often occurs between 'there', 'their' and 'they're'. 

'There' is used to describe a position, eg: "The book is over there." 

'Their' means 'belonging to them'. "That is their book." 

'They're' is an abbreviation for 'they are'. "They're looking for the book." 

Many writers confuse 'to', 'too' and 'two'. 

'To' is directional, eg: "I'm going to the post office." Note that it can refer to time as well as space, eg: "I'm going to be late." 

'Too' describes an extreme, eg: "This is too long." or "You are talking too fast." 

'Two' is a number. 

Some writers confuse 'of' and 'off' (this is the sort of error which can also occur by accident). 

'Of' describes the relationship between things, eg: "A box of pencils." or "In the month of September." 

'Off' is the opposite of 'on', eg: "I took my coat off." or "It has fallen off the desk." 

Some Americans may find that their pronunciation makes it difficult to distinguish between 'then' and 'than', and that they consequently misuse these words. 

'Then' applies to time, eg: "Then I went out." 'Then' can also be used to mean 'in that case', eg: "If no-one is at the desk then you should ring for attention." 

'Than' is used in making comparisons, eg: "This guide is better than that one." 

Americans say "different than"; British speakers say "different from." 

Another common point of confusion relates to the difference between 'its' and 'it's'. We'll talk more about this shortly, when we discuss apostrophes. 

'Its' means 'belong to it', eg: "That is its box." 

'It's' is an abbreviation for 'it is', eg: "It's heavy." Only use 'it's' when you could write 'it is' instead. 

English is a difficult language to spell correctly because it has such complicated roots. Originally a Germanic language, most closely related to Dutch, it was heavily influenced by French after the Norman conquest of England, and it was also influenced by the high international status of Latin. In the nineteenth century, scholars decided that English should be made to follow rules, but often they didn't understand the real reasons why the language worked as it did, so they made mistakes which continue to confuse people to this day. One of these mistakes involved apostrophes. 

English nouns (words which describe objects, like 'table' or 'letter') are traditionally classified according to four cases. These cases tell us the function of the word within a sentence. You don't need a thorough understanding of this to write good English, but it does help to explain some of the language's peculiarities. English cases work as follows:- 

Nominative - the subject of a sentence. In "I throw the ball", 'I' is the subject. 

Accusative - the object in a sentence. In "I throw the ball", 'ball' is the object. 

Genitive - the possessive case. In "I throw the dog's ball", 'dog' takes the genitive case. 

Dative - the indirect object. In "I throw the dog's ball at the tree", 'tree' is the indirect object. 

A sentence can contain more than one word in any of these cases, eg: "Jane and I throw the dog's ball at the tree.", where 'Jane' and 'I' both take the nominative case. 

You'll notice that, in the genitive case, 'dog' is followed by an apostrophe and an 's'. This is simply a marker which tells us that the dog owns something. In early English, no apostrophe was used, just a simple 's' ending. Victorian scholars, however, didn't understand the case system. They thought that the 's' must indicate an abbreviation. They conjectured that a word like 'dog's' was short for 'dog his', as in 'the dog his ball', and they believed this extended throughout the language, eg: to 'the girl his ball' for 'the girl's ball'. Because of this mistake, they introduced the apostrophe, which has been a part of English ever since. 

When you use an apostrophe 's' ending on a noun, check first to make sure the noun should be in the genitive case. This applies to all nouns, including personal names and place names. 

Nouns which end in 's' to begin with, eg: 'James', follow a special rule. In these situations, the apostrophe follows the 's' (eg: 'James' book'). Many writers make the mistake of adding a second 's' after the apostrophe, but that is incorrect. This rule also applies when a number of things collectively own another thing, eg: 'the dogs' ball' (where the ball belongs to more than one dog). Where a plural noun doesn't end in an 's' (eg: 'children'), the old rule is followed (eg: 'the children's ball.') 

It is important to use apostrophes properly even though you may often encounter other people using them incorrectly, sometimes in prominent places. The popular novel Bridget Jones' Diary has been widely distributed as Bridget Jones's Diary, for example. Remember that other people's failings are no excuse for your own. 

Apostrophes are also used to indicate abbreviations. They show that some letters have been left out to make a word shorter. Sometimes this occurs within a single word (eg: 'B'ham' as a popular abbreviation for 'Birmingham'), but these uses are almost always slang, so you should avoid them in your formal business communications. More often, an apostrophe indicates that some letters are missing where two words have been squashed together into one, eg: 'can't' as an abbreviated form of 'can not', or 'she'll' as an abbreviated form of 'she will'. Although they are not strictly considered to be formal English, these forms are in everyday use, and language which avoids them can often feel stilted. You should feel comfortable about using words of this type in your business documents. 

It should be noted that English, Scottish and Australian people often run the word 'have' into other words using an apostrophe, eg: 'they've' for 'they have'. This is a standard pattern of speech and writing in their countries and is not an affectation, even though some Americans may be unfamiliar with it. It occasionally occurs where 'have' is being used to indicate the past tense (eg: 'would've' for 'would have'), but this is not strictly formal usage. 

The word 'whom' should always take either the accusative or the dative case in English (otherwise it would be 'who'). Some writers use 'whom' a great deal to try and impress. It is not simply a more sophisticated version of 'who'; it has a proper function, and should not otherwise be used. 


Personal Pronouns

The most active part of the case system remaining in modern English is in the use of personal pronouns. These are the short words which we use to stand in for the full names of people and things, eg: 'I', 'him', 'she' and 'it'. Most of us use these words so often that we get them right without trying, but occasionally people fall into bad habits. A common example is the phrase "This is she." used to answer a telephone. 'She' is the nominative form of the word, so it cannot be used to describe somebody who is the object of a sentence (in this example, 'this' would be the subject). The correct way to phrase the example would be "This is her.", though most people prefer the familiar businesslike shorthand "Speaking." 

When listing a group of people who are doing something together, it is polite to put yourself last, eg: "David, Peter and I are going to the meeting." People often choose the wrong personal pronoun in this situation, eg: "David, Peter and me are going to the meeting." Because going (to the meeting) is an active behavior, all of the people going are subjects in the sentence and should therefore take the nominative case. 'Me' is an accusative and dative form. In the opposite situation, you should not say "David gave these documents to Peter and I." but, rather, "David gave these documents to Peter and me." because, in that case, 'Peter and me' are the (indirect) objects in the sentence. 

In these situations, think about whether you are doing something or having something done to you. It can be less confusing if you imagine what the sentence would be like without the other person: eg: "David gave these documents to I." sounds obviously wrong. 

Besides 'me', 'he', 'she', 'it', 'us' and 'them', there is another personal pronoun in English which often causes confusion: 'one'. This can be a very useful pronoun, but if you're not sure how to use it correctly, you can get by without it. As with 'whom', some people use it to try and impress, but get it wrong, which makes a much worse impression than if they hadn't tried. 

Many people are familiar with 'one' as it is used by the British Royal Family, where it stands in for 'I'. This is, strictly speaking, correct usage, but it is archaic and does not represent the way that 'one' is used by most other people. More often 'one' is used to represent an unspecified person who might be like any other person. Using 'one' can provide an alternative to using passive voice constructions (which, in business letters, your grammar checker will probably complain about). An example would be "One can turn off one's grammar checker." Many people would use the popular alternative "You can turn off your grammar checker." However, use of 'you' in this context, though it may sound less stilted, has slightly different connotations. It can be useful to be able to distinguish between a specific 'you' and a more general 'you' (as representative of anyone). 

If you choose to use 'one' in a document, be consistent and keep using it wherever appropriate. Don't change to 'you' halfway through. Many people produce ugly, grammatically flawed writing by changing pronouns mid-sentence, but there's really no reason why you should have to let that happen. 

Use of 'he', 'she' and 'they' will be covered later, in the section on gender-neutral language. 

Royal watchers may note that the British Queen uses the word 'we' where other people would use 'I'. This is an obscure reference to the Queen as a representative of her country (thus it implies the shared will of her subjects). It is traditionally used only by royalty, though Margaret Thatcher once famously used it in her declaration "We are a grandmother." The press considered Mrs. Thatcher's usage to be indicative of megalomania. Unless you are royalty, using 'we' in this way is best avoided. 

