Common Mistakes in Grammar
Splitting Infinitives

The infinitive is a grammatical term which refers to the form of a verb ‘to write’, ‘to sleep’, etc.  (as opposed to I write, I sleep, writing, sleeping, written, slept or any other form of the verb). 

In strict old fashioned grammar, you aren’t supposed to put any thing between the word ‘to’ and the verb, so if you want to add an adverb (part of speech which qualifies a verb, recognisable often by the –ly ending) you need to put it after the verb: ‘to write clearly’, ‘to sleep soundly’.  A split infinitive is when you put the adverb in between: ‘to clearly write’, ‘to soundly sleep’.  A well known example is Captain Kirk from Star Trek saying something about ‘to boldly go where no man has gone before’ or some such.

By the way, a public split infinitive is one which the public have access to, e g where you’ve written a split infinitive on a Smartgroup or Blog, as opposed to in conversation or letter with one person.
The Horrible “is comprised of”

A common language error which irritates grammar enthusiasts a lot: ‘is comprised of’ instead of ‘comprises’ or ‘is composed of’.

Shall or Will?  What’s the Difference?
funny about ‘shall’ and ‘will’ isn’t it?  I think we were taught about it at school.  I bet no one is now

And exactly what were you taught about shall and will that I was not?

 

Can’t remember it clearly because it’s odd.  I think it’s like this:

· For the future tense, just expressing the belief that something is going to happen in the future, it’s I shall but you, he, she, we and they will 
· However, the other use is to express something nearer to coercion or force – or strong intention – or emphasis - and then it’s I will, but you, he, she, we and they shall.


It’s harder to spot these days because of the universal abbreviation I’ll, you’ll which is short for either shall or will.

However – some examples - the fairy godmother said Cinderella, you shall go to the ball. You might say (and perhaps not mean it) - mum, I really will do my homework before I watch telly tonight.
‘sic’ or sick?

Sic is Latin for ‘thus’ and you use it either to indicate that what looks like an error is what the person actually said or wrote, or – as in the example below  – to draw attention to something someone has written, i e make the reader look twice and see a pun or whatever

Consider the following example of a medical teach Mal who has offered to do a tutorial to trainee docs:

“Mal is available and willing to do erectile dysfunction unless anyone else has a burning desire (sic)”

I thoroughly recommend the following:

· Eats, Shoots and Leaves: the zero tolerance approach towards punctuation, Truss L. London: Profile Books Ltd; 2003. (fabulous and easy to read)

· The Elements of Style by Strunk and White (a classic, first published in 1935, but updated since then; small but can be a bit heavy). 

