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Q: What do you say to a 
grammar pedant? 

 
A:There, their, 
they’re (thanks to Amanda for the joke) 



Lecture 4 (of 14) 

•  Grammar 
•  Punctuation 
•  Spelling 
•  Style 
•  Tone 
•  Active and passive voice 
•  The corporate singular 
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Grammar 

•  Q: Why do we have to bother with 
grammar? 

•  A: “Because we are required to present 
our message in a highly readable, clearly 
understandable fashion…so the well 
constructed sentence becomes our best 
friend.” (Richard Stanton in Mahoney, p8) 

•  Remember clear, concise, precise, 
unambiguous 
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Building blocks of English 
language 
•  Nouns – abstract (love) and concrete 

(piano) ‘things’, Proper and common 
•  Adjectives – describe nouns 
•  Verbs – doing words, express action 
•  Adverbs – describe verbs 
•  Pronouns – replace nouns, I, me, him, his 
•  Prepositions – relationship between noun 

and pronoun and other words (on, under) 
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Grammar tips for strat comm 
writing 
•  Use words precisely with clarity of purpose 

(try really hard to say what you mean) 
•  Words each have different meanings – 

use them to do your work for you but not 
to show off 

•  Remember the traps of corporate speak 
and weasel words (lecture two) 
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Punctuation 

•  Apostrophes 
•  Question marks 
•  Exclamation marks 
•  Colons/semi-colons 
•  Quotation marks 
•  Ellipsis 
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Apostrophes 

•  Two reasons to use them – to indicate 
possessive (ownership) or to indicate the 
contraction or omission of letters or 
numbers 

•  John’s ball – possessive 
•  Can’t – contraction of cannot 
•  No other reason 
•  Nothing to do with plural 
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The possessive 

•  John’s ball and James’ scooter 
•  The boy’s bike and the boys’ bikes 

TIP – everything to the left of the apostrophe 
is who owns the item, ie John and James 
and one boy and more than one boy 
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A slide of its very own 

•  It’s only means one thing – it is. The 
apostrophe is there to indicate the word is 
contracted. 

•  If you are referring to the dog’s collar and 
want to say its collar, you do not write it’s 
collar because it’s only means it is and 
you would be saying ‘it is collar’. 

•  Look at it’s in a sentence. If you can 
replace it with it is and it makes sense 
then it is the right punctuation.  Page 10 



Question marks/exclamation 
marks 
•  Question marks have a legitimate role in 

professional writing and every question 
posed needs one. 

•  Exclamation marks are rarely needed in 
professional writing and more than one is 
never justified. Ever!!! 
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Colons/semi-colons 

•  Colons are these : 
•  Semi-colons are these ; 
•  Both are a bit formal for Strat Comm 

writing these days 
•  Microsoft and bullet points have had their 

way with them 
•  Don’t know how to use them? Don’t 

worry. 
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Quotation marks 

•  Single and double 
•  Contain the exact words someone said 
•  “Apostrophes are really fun,” Karen said. 
•  Student tells “Karen told us ‘punctuation 

was fun’ in her lecture this week”. (single 
quotes go inside double quotes) 

•  Check style manuals for how single and 
double marks are used in different 
organisations. 
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Ellipsis… 

•  Three dots that enable you to demonstrate 
something is missing 

•  She said apostrophes were fun…and 
semi-colons are so 2012 

•  In this case the ellipsis indicates the other 
great stuff ‘she’ said in between 

•  Handy when quoting long statements 

 Page 14 



Spelling 

•  100 per cent accuracy all the time – that’s 
what professionals do 

•  Having spell check technology does not 
the speller make (and predictive text is its 
evil cousin) 

•  Dictionaries, thesauruses, style guides 
and cheat sheets are your friends 

•  Style guides will guide you on style,  
funnily enough 
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Style guides 

•  How your organisation presents language 
to the world 

•  Also English style guides, eg Elements of 
Style, Strunk and White (bit dated but still 
worthy) 

•  US English (specialize and labour) and UK 
English (specialise and labor)? 

•  Capitalisation 
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Cheat sheets 

•  Identify the most common errors you 
make, compile lists of confusing words 
and refer to it when necessary 

•  Words lots of people get wrong – liaise, 
its, stationery/ary, principle/principal, 
compliment/complement, affect and effect 
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Style and tone 

•  Style is how words are presented, which 
choices the organisation (or you) make 
about writing English 

•  Tone is how words sound when they are 
read (Authoritative? Calming? 
Empowering? Insulting? Serious?) 

•  Tone can and should be a conscious 
choice for strategic communication writers 
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Tone 

•  As all pieces of strategic communication 
writing have a strategic purpose, eg to 
achieve… or to persuade… or to 
explain…, how they sound will be part of 
those writing decisions 

•  A letter of congratulations should sound… 
•  Something billed as exciting should 

sound… 
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Active and passive voice 

•  Active voice is lively and direct 
•  Passive voice is sleepy and convoluted 
•  Active – the dog bit the man 
•  Passive – the man was bitten by the dog 
•  Active – the subject does the thing 
•  Passive – the subject has the thing done 

to it 
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The corporate singular 

•  Organisations are its not theys 
•  How many World Health Organisations are 

there? One. So when it does something, it 
is reported as having done something, 
‘they’ are not. 

•  Corporations (and all organisations) are 
singular units, not collectives of people 
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And thanks to Amanda again 

Q: Why does all of this matter? 
 
A: It is the difference between  
 ‘knowing your sh*t’  
and  
‘knowing you’re sh*t’.  
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Next week 

•  Writing for social media – tweeting for your 
life 

•  Social media as a strategic communication 
tool 

•  Blogging 
•  Twitter 
•  Facebook 
•  Et al 
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Example presentation title  Page 25 

Thank You 


