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One Word or Two? How to Listen as You Write

By Karen Mathieson

What do you know about sin tax? Sorry, that should be syntax, a considerably less riveting idea for most
of us, but one that underpins everything we hear, say and write. How well we grasp the unity between
syllables in a single word, and can discern the separation between multiple words, is key in the
successful processing of language as we receive it.

At one moment, we start to consider how large a tariff should be tacked onto the price of a pack of
cigarettes. At the other, we may feel an inner chill: “Someone’s talking grammar. Get me outta here!”
The fact is, if we listen well to what our inner voice is saying as we write, we can improve the quality of
our professional text communications.

Some folks declare they may not know much about art, but they know it when they see it. Well, native
users of English grammar know it as they speak it—by and large—but many are left virtually tongue-tied
if asked to pin down that understanding. Things often grow muddled in the writing process, with the
onset of second-guessing. One word? Two? Even that ever-helpful style software may not know for sure.

My stance as a communication coach is that it makes no sense to memorize rules of English grammar in
isolation. It's better to learn something about how words interact, how their roles change as they
appear in different settings. Become a naturalist of the linguistic zoo that is English, and you’ll know a
gazelle doesn’t belong in an enclosure with a lion. That’s syntax.

For instance, you would surely grasp the difference between the italicized words below if you overheard
them in conversation:

o "Until | started taking the express bus last year, | always commuted by car from Lake City.”
e “Oh, then you know how all ways to downtown Seattle are clogged on weekday mornings.”

When a word affects how we understand another word near it, we say that one modifies the meaning of
the other. That’s what happened when the first Seattle worker used the adverb always before the verb
commuted. The listener understood that in the past, the commuter’s constant practice had been to
drive in to work. “Oh,” was the response, “then you know how all (not some, not even most) ways are
clogged . ..” That comprehensive little word all is an adjective in this setting, modifying our
understanding of the noun, ways.
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Let’s try another.

You are not going to dress up for that big meeting this morning. You will wear your everyday jeans and a
clean turtleneck. What adjective modifies the noun, jeans? Right. Now you realize that in fact you never
dress up for any meeting. You wear jeans and a turtleneck (clean or not) every day. What adjective
modifies the noun, day? Right. It isn’t an occasional day, or most days, but every day.

We now open Great Grammar Examples door number three.

A highly literate friend texts you with an invitation to drop by this evening, and adds, “Come anytime
you like!” Before you reply, you pause to consider the beauty of that adverb modifying the verb, come.
It's a reassuring sign that you don’t have to punch a time clock with this friend.

Later on, you may show up at any time of your choice (within reason), and disclose that you can now
confidently use any as an adjective modifying the noun, time. Your friend smiles serenely.

Notice how, after just a bit of focused attention, you are already hearing with more clarity the spaces
between some written words and the cohesion of syllables within others. Your innate grasp of oral
syntax is moving toward your text-producing fingers.

Feel an interest in developing your inner ear as a writer? Use the samples below as a guide to create
original sentences that put your newfound understanding into practice. Good luck, and good listening!

1a. anymore (adverb) “l don’t go there anymore”
1b. any more (adjective + noun) “Would you like any more?

2a. anytime (adverb) “Call us anytime!
2b. any time (adjective + noun) “Any time is fine with me.”

3a. awhile (adverb) “He sat awhile and got his breath back.”
3b. a while (article + noun) “After a while he got up.”

4a. everyday (adjective) “Break out of your everyday routine.”
4b. every day (adjective + noun) “l go there for my coffee break every day.”

Q

5a. maybe (adverb) “Maybe we should just do it.”
5b. may be (part of a verb phrase) “You may be excused."

6a. someday (adverb) “Someday my ship will come in.”
6b. some days (adjective + noun) “Some days in November are sunny, but most are not.”

7a. already (adverb) “The packages are already here.”
7b. all ready (pronoun + adjective) “We are all ready to go.”

8a. whoever (pronoun) “Whoever eats the last piece of pumpkin pie has to scrub the dish.”
8b. who ever (pronoun + adverb) “Anyone who ever tried that pumpkin pie recipe liked it.”
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Important Notice: This article was originally published online by Karen Mathieson, Serendipity
Communications, at Biznik.com. You are welcome to share this copyrighted material, provided that:

e Permission for re-publication is requested from and credit is given to its author, Karen Mathieson
e The content of the article is not edited or excerpted at length without author review

e A copyright notice of © Karen Mathieson, Serendipity Communications is included

e No monetary exchange is involved

e Alinkis supplied to http://SerendipityCommunications.com

Suggested Bio Text:

Karen Mathieson is the owner of Serendipity Communications, based in Portland, Oregon. To learn about
Karenz Wauk as a coach and teacher for professional speaking, writing and interpersonal skills, visit
Serendipity Communications online, or email Karen@SerendipityCommunications.com.
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