
C. Glossary of Usage 

 

GLOSSARY OF USAGE  
 

Interviewer: How much rewriting do you do? 
Hemingway: It depends. I rewrote the ending of Farewell to Arms, the last page of it, 

thirty-nine times before I was satisfied. 
Interviewer: Was there some technical problem there? What was it that had stumped 

you? 
Hemingway: Getting the words right.  
 ~ Ernest Hemingway, American writer (1899-1961) 
  interview, Paris Review, 1958 

*          *          * 
This glossary provides help in determining the correct usage of a word or phrase, 
including those you should avoid when speaking or writing for formal situations. 
 

Many of the following definitions were adapted from Elements of Writing, MacMillan’s 
English, Student’s Book of College English, and The Chicago Manual of Style, 17th ed. 
 

about, approximately   Save approximately for writing in the sciences; otherwise, 
about is probably the best fit, contextually. 
 

accept, except   Accept is a verb that means “to receive” or “to agree to.” Except is 
usually a preposition that means “but.” 
 • Joan decided to accept Burt’s proposal of marriage. 
 • The restaurant is open every day except Monday. 
 

adverse, averse   Adverse is typically used in a negative or unfavorable reference to 
things. Averse describes a feeling or attitude, a dislike of or opposition to something. 
 • The storm, rough terrain, and dwindling daylight made for adverse battlefield conditions. 
 • I am averse to the idea of stopping at that dark, gothic, and forbidding hotel. 
 

advice, advise   Advice is a noun. Advise is a verb. 
 •  His advice to me was to leave town by noon. 
 •  I advise you to start walking and not look back. 
 

affect, effect   Although affect and effect sound nearly the same, they should not be 
confused. Affect is a verb that means “to cause a change in, to influence.” Effect may be a 
noun or a verb. As a noun it means “result.” As a verb it means to “to bring about or 
accomplish.” 

The full moon effects a notable change in his personality (verb meaning “brings about”). It 
affects the growth of his hair and the development of his teeth and nails (verb meaning “to 
influence”), and it has a destructive effect on his familial, professional, and romantic 
relationships (noun meaning “result”). 

 

all (of)   Wordy. With the exception of pronouns that don’t show possession (all of us, 
all of them), drop the “of”: all of the dogs, all of the time, all of the cake. 
 

all ready, already   Already means “previously” or “by the designated time.” All ready 
means “all set, all prepared.” 
 • You’ve already reminded me that I owe you money. 
 • The meal is all ready. Let’s eat!  
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all right, alright   Write this expression as two words. Although often seen in print as 
one word, alright most authorities prefer all right.  
 I hope the baby is all right. 
 

all together, altogether   All together means “joined in a group.” Altogether means 
“thoroughly” or “totally.” 
 • The kids pooled their money and all together bought a gift for their teacher. 
 • Your writing is altogether obscure. 
 

a lot, alot   This means “a large amount” and is always written as two words. Most 
authorities suggest avoiding it altogether in formal writing. 
 • A lot of television programs show too much violence.  
 • Many television programs show too much violence. 
 

A.M., P.M. (or a.m., p.m.)   Either capitals or lowercase are acceptable, but be 
consistent in your writing.  
 

amount, number   Amount and number both refer to quantity. Use amount when 
referring to nouns that are measured, rather than counted. Use number when referring to 
nouns that can be counted. 
 •  A huge amount of lava spurted from the erupting volcano. 
 •  A number of volcanoes are still active today. 
 

and, but   Despite what you might have been taught, it is permissible to begin a sentence 
with and or but (see Conjunctions, A.21). Using these conjunctions to begin a sentence 
can be useful, sometimes even preferred, as a matter of style and flow. Just be careful not 
to overdo it. Don’t insert a comma afterward and don’t create a sentence fragment—each 
of which young and inexperienced writers tend to do.  
 

Writer Charles Allen Lloyd calls the injunction against beginning a sentence with and or 
but a “monstrous doctrine,” and indeed there is no such rule against doing so in any book 
of grammar or style. In fact, no less an authority than the Chicago Manual of Style, 7th 
ed., reports that “a substantial percentage (often as many as ten percent) of the sentences 
in first-rate writing begin with conjunctions” (289).  
 

When writing essays, however, follow your teacher’s preferences.  
 

and/or   Though expedient and therefore tempting, avoid using and/or when you can.   
 Poor: To ward off a panic attack, ground yourself and/or practice deep breathing. 
 Better: To ward off a panic attack, ground yourself and practice deep breathing. 
 Better: To ward off a panic attack, ground yourself or practice deep breathing. 
 Better: To ward off a panic attack, ground yourself, then practice deep breathing. 
 

any one, anyone   Use any one to refer to a random individual. Anyone groups a more 
collective sense of individuals who could be anyone at all. 
 • Any one of you could be implicated in this crime.  
 • Does anyone have a comb? 
 

anxious, eager   Anxious implies worry, fear, or anxiety. Eager suggests enthusiasm. 
 • I waited anxiously for the news about the hurricane. 
 • The whole town waited eagerly for the arrival of the championship team.  
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area   Using area is fine in terms of spatial concerns, such as “The area in front of the 
cabin needs clearing.” But when used in the phrase “in the area of” it is a mere filler and 
wastes the reader’s time. Get to the point instead. 
 Poor: The future is in the area of genetics. 
 Better: The future is in genetics. 
  

 Poor: The area of politics fascinates me. 
 Better: Politics fascinates me. 
 

as far as   Wordy. Use as for instead. It’s concise and more formal. 
 Poor: As far as your theory goes, it is not sound.  
 Better: As for your theory, it is not sound. 
 

avocation, vocation   See vocation. 
 

awfully   See really, truly, very. 
 

a while, awhile   A while consists of an article and a noun. In and for often come before 
a while, forming a prepositional phrase. Awhile is an adverb; it follows an action verb. 
 •  Stay right here for a while.  
 •  I hope you planned to wait awhile. 
 

bad, badly   Always use bad as an adjective, typically after a linking verb. Use badly as 
an adverb. Badly usually follows action verbs. 
 •  The machine made a bad copy. (adjective) 
 •  The potato smelled bad. (adjective following linking verb) 
 •  I felt bad about your poor grades. (adjective following linking verb) 
 •  His cut is bleeding badly. (adverb following action verb) 
 

between, among   Use between when referring to two things at a time, even though 
they may be part of a group consisting of more than two. 
 •  Take the seat between Alicia and Noreen in the third row. 
 •  What is the difference between Anna Pavlova and other ballet dancers? 
 •  The manager could not decide which of the four players to select because there was not 

much difference between them. (Although there are more than two players, each one is 
being compared with the others separately.) 

 

Use among with groups of three or more: 
 •  The committee members argued among themselves. 
 •  We were able to collect only ten dollars among the four of us. 
 

bring, take   Bring means “to come carrying something.” Take means “to go carrying 
something.”  
 •  Bring that box over here. 
 •  Now take it to the basement. 
 

can, may   Can refers to the ability of someone or some group to do something. One 
seeking or giving permission uses may. It’s easy to distinguish the two: visualize how 
students roll their eyes when asking a teacher for permission to go to the bathroom: 
 • Student: Can I go to the bathroom? 
 • Teacher: I don’t know. Can you? 
 • Student, rolling his eyes: May I go to the bathroom?  
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cannot, can not   Both forms of this word are correct; however, cannot is more widely 
used and accepted. Because can not is often considered an error, it is best to use only 
when being especially emphatic. 
 • Peg cannot forget little Alice. 
 • No, Chris, you can not put Darby in the yard with a “For Sale” sign slung over her neck. 
 

compose, comprise   Compose means “to make up, to constitute.” Comprise means “to 
be made up of, to encompass.” 
 •  Thirteen separate colonies composed (made up ) the original United States. 
 •  The United States once comprised (encompassed) thirteen separate colonies. 
 

continual, continuous   Continuous means “completely uninterrupted, without any 
pause.” Continual means “frequently repeated, but with interruptions or pauses.” 
 •  The continuous noise at the party next door kept us awake. 
 •  The patient received continuous, around-the-clock care. 
 •  He had a bad cold and blew his nose continually. 
 •  She changed jobs continually. 
 

could of, might of, must of, should of, would of   After could, might, must, should 
or would, use the verb have, not the preposition of.  
 •  I could have danced all night. 
 •  I might have won the singing award if I had not lost my voice the day before. 
 

countless   Before using this overused word, ask yourself, “Is [whatever] something that 
truly cannot be counted? Is [whatever] really countless—or is there simply a lot of it?  
 

different from, different than   Different from is preferable in all circumstances. 
 

disinterested, uninterested   Disinterested means “impartial, unbiased.” Uninterested 
means “bored, indifferent.” 
 •  A disinterested judge is necessary for a fair trial. 
 •  The audience was uninterested in the boring lecture. 
 

disorganized, unorganized   Both words convey a lack of organization. Disorganized, 
however, goes further, suggesting minor chaos, disarray, disorder, and confusion. 
 

each   Each takes a singular verb and a singular pronoun.  
 Each breed of dog has its own virtues. 
 

either/or   See neither, nor; either/or 
 

emigrate, immigrate   Both terms refer to leaving one country to live in another; they 
differ only in perspective. One who emigrates leaves his country to live in another. One 
who immigrates moves to a new country, leaving his country behind. 
 • Gregor emigrated from his home in Germany so he could settle in America. 
 • Gregor left Germany and immigrated to America to begin a new life. 
 

farther, further   Use farther for geographic distance, further for everything else. 
 •  Manhattan is eighteen miles farther down I-90. 
 •  We should discuss that matter further.  
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feel   As a verb denoting opinion, feel is a weak synonym for “think” or “opinion.” 
 

fewer, less   Use fewer when referring to items that can be counted. Use less when 
referring to amounts, which are measured, rather than counted. Less is also used with 
nouns that are seen as a single amount or quantity. 
 •  Buy fewer apples than you did last week. 
 •  We cooked less rice last night. 
 •  The rent was less than $400. (The money is regarded as a single, measurable sum, not as 

individual dollars.) 
 

firstly, secondly; last, lastly, etc.   Pretentious and cumbersome. Drop the -ly.  
 

flaunt, flout   To flaunt something is to show off to others. To flout is to openly defy 
rules, expectations, or conventions. 
 • Kathy flaunted her manicure with overly-expressive hand movements. 
 • It’s appealing how Ben does not flaunt his academic accomplishments by bragging about 

his latest scores; rather, he humbly lets his work speak for itself. 
 • Bella flouted her parents rigid New England background and instead lived a richly 

bohemian lifestyle. 
 • Everyone in the room gasped when Pete flouted convention by forgoing a tie.  
 

forebear, forbear   Forebear is a noun and refers to one’s ancestors. Forbear is a verb 
meaning to refrain from something. 
 • Deanna’s forebears helped settle Glenns Ferry, Idaho. 
 • Though his patience was at an end, Bill decided to forbear insulting his guest. 
 

forego, forgo   To forego refers to something that went before, like the foregoing 
chapter. To forgo means to sacrifice or decline a pleasure, experience, or opportunity, 
like forgoing dessert.  
 

foreward, preface   Someone other than the author writes the foreward, or introductory 
essay, of a book. The preface is a similar essay written by the book’s author.  
 

former, latter   These two words often appear in pairs, as they make some type of 
comparison between two things. The first of the two is the former, the second is the latter. 
 • Charlie loved both action movies and thrillers; the former revved him up and the latter 

scared him silly. 
 • It’s hard to decide which is worse: biting into a hamburger and finding half a cockroach 

or swallowing a spoonful of soup and feeling something wiggle in your throat just as it 
goes down. I would find the former to be the worse; for Mitch, it would be the latter.  

 

good, well   Always use good as an adjective. Well may be used as an adverb of manner 
telling how ably something was done, or as an adjective meaning “in good health.” 
 • The child is a good speaker. (adjective) 
 • The child looks good in that coat. (adjective after linking verb) 
 • The child speaks well. (adverb of manner) 
 • The child is not well right now. (adjective meaning “in good health”) 
 

half (of)   Drop the of; half is all that’s needed. “Half of the team, half of my money.” 
 

help (to)   Drop the to; help is all that’s needed. “Sleep will help to resolve your issue.”  
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he/she, his/hers, him/her, he or she, his or hers, him or her   These efforts to 
achieve gender equality in language can strain the ear. Eliminate what is perceived as 
sexist language by using a plural subject and pronoun, choose one gender or the other 
when writing generically, reconstruct the sentence, or simply remove the problematic 
pronoun(s). 
 Poor: If a student is late, he/she will receive a tardy. 
 Better: Students who are late will receive tardies. 
 Better: If a student is late, she will receive a tardy. 
 Better: Any student late for class will receive a tardy. 
 

 Poor:  An engaging speaker will more easily keep the attention of his audience. 
 Better: An engaging speaker will more easily keep the attention of the audience. 
 

NOTE: When writing generically about an individual who does not identify with 
either gender, it is acceptable to use the neutral, plural pronouns they, themselves, 
or themself (nonstandard); just be sure to let your teacher know that’s what you 
are doing. While these terms are the most widely used, options abound. The 
important thing is to respect how others see themselves. That’s why it’s best to 
ask for a preference when writing about a specific individual, when possible. 
 

hopefully   As an adverb, hopefully usually appears next to or close to the verb it 
modifies. Think “with hope” or “in a hopeful manner”: 
 • The farmers searched hopefully for a sign of rain. 
 • Hopefully, the children ran down the stairs on Christmas morning. 
 

Hopefully does not mean “I hope, he hopes, it is hoped that . . .” Avoid using it in 
sentences like the following: 
 • Hopefully, Let’s hope that we can deal with this mess next week. 
 • The new driver's license program, hopefully, I hope, will cut down on traffic fatalities. 
 

I, me   I functions as the subject in a sentence or clause, and as a complement in “It is I.” 
Me is the object of a verb or preposition. 
 • He gave the book to me. 
 • For me, nothing beats chocolate pudding. 
 

To determine which is correct in sentences like, “Nobody is stronger than I (or me),” 
complete the sentence with a verb to see which makes more sense. 
 Wrong: Nobody is stronger than me (am). 
 Right: Nobody is stronger than I (am). 
 

I believe, in my opinion, personally   Often unnecessary and usually best avoided in 
persuasive writing. You are the author of the paper, and as such, it is understood that 
what you are writing is what you believe. I think, I believe, in my opinion, and personally 
weaken the tone of your writing. Persuade the reader. State your opinion forcefully, as 
fact. (This is not to say, however, that you should fudge facts.) 

Poor: I think too many students abuse the electronics policy. 
Better: Too many students abuse the electronics policy.  

 

imply, infer   Something implied is something suggested or indicated, though not 
expressed. Something inferred is something deduced from evidence at hand. 
 • Farming implies early rising. 
 • Since he was a farmer, we inferred that he got up early.  
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in, into   As a preposition and adverb, in indicates position, location, purpose, 
incorporation, or circumstance.   
  in the eye, in the house, in reply, in the batter, in a hurry. 
 

A preposition, into points to entry, insertion, inclusion, interest or involvement, or in the 
direction of.  
 [going] into the house, [ran] into his arms, [entered] into an agreement, [going] into 

manufacturing, [looking] into the depths. 
 

in the event that   Avoid this verbosity by using the simple if. 
 • In the event that my plane is late, start the party without me. 
 • If my plane is late, start the party without me. 
 

in today’s modern world, at the present time, at present, at this time:   These 
phrases are either stilted, pompous, nonsensical, repetitive, wordy, or all of the above. 
Take your pick. Simplify instead with now, today, or currently. Use when rather than at 
the time that and the time when. Your reader will thank you.   
 

irregardless   Not standard English. The correct term is regardless. 
 

its, it’s, its’   These three-letter words cause more errors than any other grouping of 
letters in the English language. Its is the possessive form of it. It’s is a contraction of it is 
and should never be used unless it means precisely this. The English language has no 
such form or word as its’.  
 • The dress has lost its shape. (possessive of “it”) 
 • I think it’s going to rain. (contraction of “it is”) 
 

-ize   Many good and useful verbs end in -ize (summarize, itemize, harmonize, fertilize), 
so don’t coin verbs by adding -ize to nouns. Abominations like “containerize” are often 
the result. Be wary of -ize; let your ear and your eye guide you. Often a useful verb 
already exists. Why write “utilize” when the simple, unpretentious “use” is available? 
(Though utilize is acceptable in the context of using a thing to its best advantage: “We 
need to decide how to best utilize our time.”) 
 

last, lastly   See firstly, secondly. 
 

lay, lie   People often confuse these two words. Lay means “to put” or “to place”; it takes 
a direct object. Lie means “to recline” or “to be positioned”; it never takes an object. Take 
care to distinguish between the two. 
 •  Lay the bar of soap on the edge of the sink. 
 •  I like to lie under a shade tree in the summer. 
 

Some struggle with the principal parts of these verbs. Understand that participles require 
a helping verb, and that the past tense of lie is lay. Note the following: 
 

Lie: to rest or recline Lay: to put or place 
Present Tense: lie Present Tense: lay 
Past Tense: lay Past Tense: laid 
Present Participle: lying Present Participle: laying 
Past Participle: lain Past Participle: laid 
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lead, led   As a noun, lead has various meanings (and pronunciations).  
 • The student had no lead for his pencil. 
 • The reporter wanted a good lead for her story. 
 • Which athlete is in the lead? 
 

The past tense of the verb lead is led. 
 • The president always led the meetings. 
 • I led the horse to water and made him drink. 
 

like, as   Use like with nouns and pronouns to indicate a similarity or comparison. As a 
conjunction, as joins phrases and clauses. 
 • No one runs the mile like her.  
 • Ellen smells like a rose.  
 • We spent the evening as in the good old days. 
 • He thinks as I do in this matter. 
 

loose, lose   Loose means “free,” “not firmly attached,” or “not fitting tightly.” Lose 
means “to have no longer,” “to misplace,” or “to fail to win.”  
 My watch is so loose that I’m afraid I will lose it. 
 

may be, maybe   May be is a verb form meaning “could be, can be.” Maybe is an 
adverb meaning “perhaps.” 
 • I may be wrong, but I feel that Absalom, Absalom! is Faulkner’s finest novel. 
 • Maybe we ought to start all over again. 
 

may, might   Use may when writing of something that is possible or factual; use might 
when writing of something that is hypothetical or uncertain. 
 • I may have repaid the load; I honestly don’t remember. 
 • I might have repaid the loan if I’d had the money to do so. 
 

Mr., Mrs., Miss, Ms.  Do not use these titles when writing about historical, cultural or 
scientific figures. Use these terms sparingly when referring to living people: the more 
famous the person, the less need there is for any title. Refer to people by their last name 
after you first introduce them in full. 
 Poor: Mr. Edgar Allen Poe wrote “The Raven”; Mr. Poe had a dark imagination. 
 Better: Edgar Allen Poe wrote “The Raven”; Poe had a dark imagination. 
 

Because you are not on a first-name basis with such figures, you should never refer to 
them by their first name: “Edgar had a dark imagination.”  
 

Ms.  Though Miss and Mrs. are still used, Ms. is now standard usage when referring to 
women, married or single. Its equivalent is Mr.  
 

neither, nor; either, or   Whereas nor should always be paired with neither, either/or 
can be paired or can go it alone. 
 wrong: You can have no food nor rest. 
 right: You can have neither food nor rest. 
 

 right: You can have food or rest. 
 right:  You can have either food or rest. 
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none   None means “no one” or “not one” and takes a singular verb and pronoun. 
 • None of these women understands that she is a public servant. 
 • None of those men is willing to accept his responsibilities. 
 

oftentimes   Wordy and redundant. Use often. 
 

O.K.  Colloquial English, also spelled okay or OK. Okay is preferred. 
 

only   Placement is key. If you are careless when inserting only, you might not be 
communicating what you intend: 
 • Only I am eating pie today. (But I’ll let the rest of you have cake.) 
 • I’m only eating pie today. (What can I say? I love pie!) 
 • I’m eating pie today only. (Rats! No pie for me tomorrow or the next day.) 
 

overly   Nonstandard; avoid in formal writing. Instead, use over as a prefix: overbearing, 
overwrought, overprotective. Unduly is also a good choice: She was unduly concerned. 
 

percent   Percent is used with both singular and plural nouns and verbs.  
 Sixty percent of the cookies were eaten, but only twenty percent of the milk was drunk. 
 

pleaded, pled   Avoid pled. Pleaded is the standard past tense of plead. 
 

preface   See foreward. 
 

principle, principal   Principal is that which is highest in importance or rank, such as 
the head of a school. Principle means “a basic truth, standard, or rule of behavior.” 

• In the third act of the play, the principal character is kidnapped. 
• The Constitution was based on the principle that all men are created equal. 

 

question whether, question of whether, question as to whether   Each is wordy. 
Recast the sentence to get to the point. 

Poor: The question as to whether the governor should run for president is a no-brainer. 
Better: The answer to whether the president should run for president is a no-brainer. 
Better: The answer to the question of the governor running for president is a no-brainer. 
Best: Should the governor run for president? The answer is a no-brainer. 

 

quiet, quite   Quiet means “silent” or “almost silent.” Quite means “rather” or 
“completely.” It can be used informally, as in “Quite the weather we’re having.” 
 

raise, rise   The verb raise means “to cause to move upward” and always takes an 
object. Rise means “to go up”; it is an intransitive verb and so does not take an object. 
 • We will raise the flag at sunrise. 
 • A helium-filled balloon will rise high into the air. 
 

really, truly, very, awfully   Use these words very sparingly. If really strong emphasis 
is truly needed, use words awfully strong in themselves. 
 

reason is because   Redundant. Use reason is that-—or even better, because. 
Poor: The reason I’m angry is because you lied to me. 
Better: The reason I’m angry is that you lied to me. 
Best: I’m angry because you lied to me.  
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recur, reoccur   To recur is to happen again and again. To recoccur is to happen once 
more. 
 • He wondered if the recurring dream he’d had every night for the past month was a 

premonition of the future. 
 • The rash did not reoccur after I applied the ointment. 
 

secondly, thirdly, etc.  Do not prettify numbers with -ly, as in firstly, secondly, thirdly. 
Modern usage prefers first, second, third, and so on. 
 

sic   Sic means “thus” or “so” in Latin. Sic indicates that an obvious error in quoted 
material is not yours, but that it appeared that way in the original. Enclose sic in brackets 
when used within a quote; use parenthesis when the error is at the end of the quote. Note, 
however, that the closing punctuation follows the parenthetical sic.  

• “Nothing can extinguish my intrest [sic] in Shakespeare.” 
• “Nothing can extinguish my interest in Shakespear” (sic). 

 

sit, set   Sit means “to place oneself in a sitting position.” Sit rarely takes an object. Set 
means “to place” or “to put” and usually takes an object. Set may also be an intransitive 
verb when it is used with sun to mean the sun is “going down” or “sinking out of sight.” 
When set is used in this way, it does not take an object. 

• Sit down and stop talking. 
• Set the flowers on the mantelpiece, please. 
• The sun set in a blaze of color. 

 

strategy, tactic   A tactic is a short-term action designed to achieve immediate success. 
Tactics are the separate steps taken as part of a long-term plan implemented to achieve a 
wider goal, or strategy. 
 My overall strategy was to persuade Michael to agree to return the photos. One tactic I 

planned to use was to suggest he scan those pictures he wanted. Another was to offer to 
drive to Spokane to save him the trouble of mailing them. 

 

supposed to, used to   Don’t forget the d in supposed and used. 
 I’m supposed to go to summer camp, as I used to do. 
 

than, then   Than is a conjunction and introduces the second element in a comparison; it 
also shows exception. Then is an adverb that means “at that time,” “soon afterward,” “the 
time mentioned,” “at another time,” “for that reason,” “in that case,” or “besides.” 

• Aaron is more athletic than Carl. 
• It is none other than our Japanese friend Tamotsu! 
• I remember it was hot then. 
• You bowl first, and then it will be my turn. 
• If you won’t tell him, then I will. 

 

that, which, who   Use who or that for people (preferably who, never which). Use 
which or that for things, groups, or organizations—never who. 

• Here is the man who will install the new carpet. 
• The company is an organization that stands behind its product. 
• We decided to replace our old carpet, which we have had for nearly ten years. 
• It is the kind of carpet that will wear well. 
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It may help to remember that if a clause is necessary, or “essential,” to the meaning of the 
sentence, it is not set off with commas. If a clause only gives additional information, 
information “nonessential” to the sentence, it is set off with commas. 

• The griffin that is on our family’s coat of arms signifies bravery. 
• Griffins, which are mythological beasts, are seen on many coats of arms.  

 

their, there, they’re   These simple and common words cause much difficulty. Their is 
a possessive pronoun. There means “in or at that place.” They’re is a contraction of “they 
are” and should not be used in formal writing. 

• This is their house. 
• Were you there when she arrived? 
• We are disappointed because they’re not coming. 

 

thusly   Pretentious. Avoid at all costs. The correct usage is simply thus. 
 

till   Although this preposition is sometimes and wrongly frowned upon, its use as a 
synonym for “until” is perfectly acceptable. Do, however, avoid the contraction ‘til. 
 

to, too, two   Correct use of these words is largely a matter of careful spelling. To is a 
preposition and the sign of an infinitive (to play, to eat, to study, to write). Too is an 
adverb meaning "also" or "overabundance of.” Two is the number after one.  

• I told you to hurry to the bus. 
• I too am impressed. 
• The two soldiers were too exhausted to run. 

 

tortuous, torturous   Sometimes used interchangeably (either through 
misunderstanding or misspelling), the two words have different meanings. Tortuous 
means full of twists and turns. Torturous describes something that is akin to “torture.” 

Though the road to Dracula’s castle was long and tortuous, Van Helsing and Mina continued 
on their quest to find the castle; the thought of Dracula’s survival was too torturous to bear. 

 

toward, towards   While both terms are correct, toward is the standard usage in the 
United States, while towards is common in Britain. This holds true for other directional 
words (afterward, afterwards; upward, upwards; backward, backwards).  
 

try and, try to   To try is to literally attempt something, which means risking failure. 
You cannot try and do something, since and implies that you will be successful. The 
correct expression is try to.  

Wrong: Leo will try and impress Trudy. (He may not succeed, after all). 
Right: Leo will try to impress Trudy. (Maybe he will impress her, maybe he won’t.) 

 

unique   Unique means “one of a kind”; it cannot be more than that nor can it be 
qualified. Nothing is “very unique,” “really unique,” or “more unique.” Nothing is “less 
unique,” nor can it be “fairly, somewhat, rather, or totally unique.” It can only be unique. 
 

used to   Used to is in the past tense; the term is used when referring to something one 
no longer is or does. Use to is appropriate only when preceded by a helping verb.  
 I used to be paranoid; I didn’t use to be totally delusional. 
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vocation, avocation   A vocation is a calling to a profession, especially in the religious 
sense. An avocation is a pleasant activity or hobby. 
 • The Parson in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales had a real vocation and was a true 

servant of God, whereas the Pardoner, the Monk, and the Friar used their respective 
offices to enrich themselves in one manner or the other. 

 • An introvert, Henry found great pleasure in his avocations: stamp collecting, Soduku, 
and reading. 

 

where . . . at, where . . . to   Both phrases are wordy and redundant, because where in 
itself covers the at and to.  

Wrong: Where are my keys at?  Where are we going to? 
Right: Where are my keys?  Where are we going? 

 

whether or not   Whether implies whether or not, and so is preferable. 
Poor: We wondered whether or not it would snow. 
Better: We wondered whether it would snow. 

 

who, whom   Who is the nominative case, whom is objective. When in doubt, substitute 
she or he for who, and him or her for whom. 

Wrong: “Who should we hire?”  (We should hire he.)  
Right: “Whom should we hire?”  (We should hire him.)  

 

Wrong: “Whom is at the door?”  (Her is at the door.)  
Right: “Who is at the door?”  (She is at the door.) 

 

who's, whose   Who’s is a contraction of who is. Whose shows possession. 
 • Who’s going to tell Mom about the broken lamp?  (Who is) 
 • Whose idea was this?  (possessive of who) 
 

wrangle, wangle   To wrangle is to argue about something. To wangle is use cleverness 
or trickery to manipulate a situation or a person for something one wants. 
 • The couple wrangled so bitterly over the terms of their divorce that they shattered any 

possibility for an amicable relationship afterward. 
 • The couple’s children, bitter themselves, took advantage of the situation to wangle new 

bikes and clothes from each parent, as well as new decor for their bedrooms.  
 

your, you’re   Your is a pronoun showing possession. You’re is a contraction for “you 
are.” 

You’re so busted! Your friends caved and told your parents that you actually attended a 
concert with your boyfriend instead of studying late at the library. You’re in so much 
trouble! Say goodbye to your allowance and hello to your new, much earlier curfew! 

 


