Business Writing- Lesson 2

Lesson 2: Grammar and Punctuation

This lesson introduces basic sentence structure. It provides an overview of punctuation marks and their uses, and demonstrates the importance of proper grammatical construction. 

Why Grammar and Punctuation are Important

Using proper grammar and punctuation helps to make sentences easy to read and reduces the chances of your writing being misunderstood. Without punctuation, it's often possible to interpret a piece of written information in more than one way. For example, "Cheryl read the book", without punctuation, could mean that Cheryl read the book in the past (properly written as "Cheryl read the book.") or that Cheryl is being instructed to read the book now ("Cheryl, read the book.") 

In this lesson, we'll look at assorted punctuation marks, examining what they're for and when they should be used. You'll find the recommended grammar guide web pages useful for further reading. 

Clauses and Sub-Clauses

Many people leave the education system without achieving a proper understanding of punctuation. In this section, we look at punctuation marks and how they function. In order to do this, we first need to take a look at the way sentences function. Sentences can be divided into clauses, or units of information, as in the example below:- 

"The letter is in the post." 

The above sentence has just one clause, as it conveys just one piece of information. 

The letter is in the post and should arrive on Thursday." 

The above example has two clauses, because it contains two pieces of information which could be delivered separately (as 'The letter is in the post.' and 'The letter should arrive on Thursday.') The word 'and' is a conjunction, used to join these clauses together. Other conjunctions you'll encounter frequently are 'but', 'although', 'with' and 'when'. 

"The letter is in the post and should arrive on Thursday, in time for your meeting." 

In this example, a further clause has been added to the sentence. It is separated from the rest of the sentence by a comma. Commas are not needed next to words which act as conjunctions, though sometimes they may be used there in order to make a sentence easier to read. When we speak, we tend to pause slightly and catch our breath at the points where commas would appear in writing. 

Commas are also used to separate items in short lists, eg: "You may use blue, black, or red ink." 

Many writers use too many commas. In most of your business writing, you will be using comparatively short sentences; if a sentence contains more than three commas, it would be wise for you to look at it again to see if all of them are necessary. 

A semi-colon stands somewhere in between a comma and a period. It usually appears only in literary or legalistic writing, where a number of clauses must be presented in one sentence to demonstrate that they are closely connected. Semi-colons are also used when writing lists. As we have seen, commas can separate items in short lists, but semi-colons are better suited for longer lists, especially where other punctuation in used within one or more of the list items, as in the example below:- 

"We have these items in stock: jackets; waistcoats; shirts in white, gray or blue; and socks." 

A semi-colon should never be used to introduce a list; this is the job of a colon, as seen in the example above. A colon may also be used to introduce speech, eg: "My boss has a favorite saying: 'Neither a borrower nor a lender be'".

Dashes and Parentheses

Dashes are a popular but somewhat informal way to introduce and conclude asides within speech, eg: "He says he missed the train - as he usually does - and that's why he was late." They can be used to replace semi-colons in non-list situations, eg: "They only had blue ones - I don't know when they'll be getting other colors in." You should avoid using dashes in your more formal business letters. 

Dashes are distinct from hyphens, although they look much the same. Hyphens are used in some composite words (eg: 'go-between') and between some words which function to produce a single meaning when they appear as a pair (eg: 'self-interested'). They are also used to indicate when a long word has been broken up in order to make it fit between two lines of text. You will not normally need to break words up like this when you are writing using a word processor, but if you do it's important to remember that you should only ever split a word between syllables (units of sound which can be pronounced separately). 

Parentheses (brackets) provide a useful way to make asides and tangential remarks when you don't want to use footnotes. Ideally, you should keep information in parentheses brief. Footnotes are useful for longer asides, but you should bear in mind that people may not always bother to read them. Information contained within parentheses may feature the full range of punctuation marks, but it should be self contained. (It's possible to enclose an entire sentence in parentheses, when it expresses something tangential to the rest of the paragraph in which it is situated.) 

If you end a phrase in parentheses with a period, question mark or exclamation mark, you don't need to make the next word outside the parentheses the start of a new sentence. Any punctuation which is part of the phrase within parentheses should also be enclosed by them, so that, as we have seen above, an entire sentence in parentheses has its period (or other closing mark) before the final bracket, not after it. 

Parentheses can also be used when you want to include information without placing much emphasis on it, eg: "I may be slightly late for the meeting (I have to collect my sister from the train station)." 

Nested parentheses are sometimes necessary when explaining complicated matters, especially technical matters, but they should be avoided wherever possible. 

Sometimes parentheses can be used to enclose a single letter. This is most often seen when alternative versions of a word are possible depending on the context in which something is read, eg: "I look forward to receiving your contribution(s)." This example allows for circumstances in which there may be one contribution or many. 

Exclamation Marks and Question Marks

Exclamation marks are a tool for adding emphasis to a sentence or indicating surprise, as in "Look at our amazing offers!" However, they have little place in formal writing. Whilst you may find them useful in advertising, you should try to avoid using them in your other business communications. Using excessive exclamation marks is like laughing at your own jokes. It demands enthusiasm which the reader may not share. In no circumstances should you end a sentence with more than one exclamation mark. 

Late nineteenth and early twentieth century English literature often makes use of exclamation marks and question marks which appear mid-sentence. Whilst you may encounter this in your personal reading, it is not appropriate for use in modern business communications. 

It might seem obvious to state that question marks should be used only when you are asking a question, but the fact is that many people use them incorrectly. When we speak, we tend to raise the pitch of our voices slightly at the end of a question. There are certain other situations in which we also raise our pitch, and people habitually attach question marks to sentences of this type when they write them down. Examples are:- 

"Surely you don't believe him." 

"Perhaps you'd like a cup of tea." 

"I wonder if they've finished yet." 

If you begin a sentence by raising a question, make sure to remember the question mark at the end, even if other, non-questioning clauses intervene. For example: 

"When do you want to meet, if you've got to be in the office all morning and I already have appointments in the afternoon?" 

We'll look at how using questions can help your business writing in lesson six, when we discuss tone. 

Quotation Marks

You'll see quite a bit of variety in the use of quotation marks when you're reading. This is partly because the rules for using quotation marks differ on either side of the Atlantic. 

American English uses double quotation marks to indicate speech and single quotation marks to indicate speech within speech (eg: "He said to me 'You're always late.'") In Britain, these marks are traditionally used the other way round, though many British writers now conform to the American standard. In most cases, either is appropriate, so long as you are consistent. 

Single quotation marks are always used to single out a particular word - you'll see many examples of that in these lessons, when a word is being talked about rather than performing its usual function in a sentence. Single quotation marks are also used around words whose appropriateness in a particular situation is dubious, eg: "our 'beloved' leader" (as written by somebody who doesn't think the leader in question is worthy of such a description). This is slang usage, however, and is not usually appropriate for business writing. 

When you are splitting up continued speech, you should use commas to indicate the pause, eg: "'I don't think,' she said, 'that you should do that.'" However, where possible you should try to avoid splitting speech in the middle of a clause. Where speech can be split into two sentences, the prevailing standard is to end the first of those sentences with a comma rather than a period (eg: "'I don't care,' he said, 'I'll do what I like.'") However, you will encounter writing which adheres to a different standard and does not do this. 

It is unlikely that you will need to make complicated use of quotations in your business writing. Most businesses use direct quotations only in advertising (eg: "Mrs, Brown from Surrey said 'What a wonderful diet! I lost twenty five pounds!'") Using a lot of quotations can make your writing seem less formal. Furthermore, by making reference to other people all the time it makes you seem less confident and gives the impression that you are taking less personal responsibility for what you're saying. 

Developing good grammar habits takes time and practice. Don't worry if you find it difficult at first. Many experienced writers don't spot their grammatical errors until the proofreading stage. 

