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foreword

The office of today has a totally different look about it to that of former years; now awash with all sorts of electronic gadgetry that makes communication faster, cheaper and much more effective. Naturally, this new technology has brought with it changes to the way in which office work has traditionally been done - the ability to send information electronically through the ‘ether’ and to do jobs that formally needed a secretary to perform; the simple task of returning the carriage on a typewriter, for example.

Although these changes may appear small, it is nevertheless the ‘skills’ of the computer that has had a major impact on the way offices are run and letters are set out. The computer has also enabled ‘the office’ to meet the ever increasing demands of employers for faster administrative output. Whether this is a good thing is open to question, what is not however, are the many advantages and changes they have brought with them.

It is these changes that have prompted this book. It introduces the latest conventions on how to lay out a letter, explains what the changes are and why. At the same time it examines and introduces the newer methods of transmitting information, for example: e-mail, website writing, blogs and SMS. What are they? How can we use them effectively in a business environment? Do they have a place in the office of today?

In similar vein, an often ‘forgotten’ aspect of communication is the technical side: report, description, specification writing, etc. They share an equally important, if less glamorous position with the more common forms of what is generally referred to as ‘business communication’. Nevertheless, trans-national co-operation is a strong and growing feature of today’s industrial and commercial world and as such, places increasing importance on communication.

Electronics have also ‘interfered’ with the traditional ways in which we communicate verbally. Meetings can now be made via the computer or video conferencing, making for very efficient and cost effective business. Similarly, electronics and telephony in its various guises, has brought a totally new dimension to the commercial world, the mobile telephone being perhaps the prime example.

It is precisely these types of development that this book hopes to address. So, to put you back on track and provide you with the basics for success, we will start with a short refresher course on the general ‘rules’ for communicating in the commercial world. Before we do that however, we must remember; communication is no different from any other aspect of life; it is an art form, success of which can only be developed through practise. Before you can do that however, you need to know what to practise, so let us begin.


1. refreshers

In today’s world, business people are very busy people; they do not want their time wasted. They want information in as brief and as lucid a version as possible. These two features provide the clues that lead to success: speed in communicating information. To achieve this, your communications must be: Accurate - Brief - Clear, what I like to call the ABC of business communication:

A.  deal only in facts,

B.  keep to the point,

C.  be clear and simple, free from ambiguities and old fashioned language.

Understanding these points is the key, so let us start with a refresher.

transmission

Traditionally, information was transmitted by letter (often referred to as ‘snail mail’). Whilst this is still very popular and useful, today we have a much faster and wider range of methods at our fingertips, for example: e-mail, blogs, SMS. Nevertheless we cannot ignore the traditional systems in the office of today. Each transmission method has advantages and disadvantages as well as their own special techniques; something we will be going into greater detail in later chapters of the book.

formality

A single transmission method cannot be effective in every situation either, for regardless of the system, a level of formality will be employed. This on the one hand will be determined by the situation and on the other by the content. As a general guide, a communication type will fall under one of the following headings:



	Formal
	Semi-formal



	enquiries making - replying
	letters of application



	offers - quotations
	testimonials - references



	order confirmations
	curriculum vitae



	invoices - accounts
	congratulations



	complaints - claims
	condolences



	status enquiries
	invitations - hospitality



	reminders - apologies
	sales letters




Remember, these are guides only, for the choice of formality will also depend on the type of correspondent, for example: an enquiry from a private person will usually be dealt with on a more informal level than that from a business contact. Similarly, the correspondent (writer) - recipient (receiver) relationship, if at surname level, will normally use a more formal approach, whereas in the case of colleagues or friends, a totally informal approach may result. Examples of these will be highlighted where appropriate in the book.

courtesy

Having mentioned formality, it will be appropriate at this stage to talk a little about the language used. The very stiff formal style of language, common of business communication years ago, is now very much a thing of the past.

This does not mean that bad grammar, poor spelling and the use of jargon and slang are acceptable, they most definitely are not. The language you use should still be formal but at a level that is more ‘friendly’, pleasant or conversational, but not over personal; the overriding consideration is courtesy. The ability to let the recipient down tactfully and gently if you are unable to help, or have to refuse a request, is essential. Courtesy also means respecting the views of your correspondent and replying promptly or as soon as possible if action is required. A letter or note explaining a delay in responding will show you in a good light and help create a positive atmosphere.

So far we have introduced three concepts:

1.  A B C.

2.  Transmission.

3.  Formality - but there is one more: Style.

styles of language

Language in communication has many styles, with each once again relying on special circumstances regardless of transmission type or formality level. For our purposes I will put these styles into three categories:

·   general.

·   academic.

·   commercial.

general language

General language is the language of everyday use which covers the range of styles from the slovenly to the ‘proper’ - slang to the idiomatically correct. The rules governing this style can and are often broken. Consider the spoken and written social contact between friends: in this type of communication anything goes, grammatical rules can be ‘bent’, slang used with impunity, etc. What is really important is the message and the need to make it as interesting and as amusing as possible. As long as the recipient understands you, is happy with your style and does not find it offensive, it does not matter what you do.

academic language

Academic language is that style of language peculiar to academic and scientific writing. In general terms this style tends to be verbose, technical and highly developed. Its main aim is to explain in very clear detail exactly what the writer wishes to convey, albeit using very heavy technical words and phrases. The normal rules of grammar however, will apply and in this sense it is ‘text book’ language.

commercial language

Commercial language is what I define as that style of language used in the commercial world (more commonly referred to as technical and business language). As with academic language, the normal rules of grammar will apply, but unlike it in that accuracy, brevity and clarity are the key. As this is what this book is all about I will now go on to give a fuller description.

technical/business language

One often hears the term ‘technical language’, but what do we mean by it and why does it give us so many problems? To most people ‘technical language’ is defined as that type of language as used in a technical field, between scientists, engineers, technical workers, for example. In the same way ‘business language’ draws a similar answer; the language used in the commercial world, law, marketing, finance, etc, (in effect it is technical language). These stereotypical definitions, whilst true, do not solve the problem for they are far too vague; clarification of this situation is for me therefore, essential for success. So, let us examine in easy stages what we mean when we talk about technical/business language.

We can and do communicate by various means, language, music, dance, art, etc. Of these, language is the most common way of transmitting information between people. This is because there are prescribed, strict definitions to the words we use, the other forms relying very often on individual interpretation, which may be very different to that which their authors intended. However language, even with its prescribed definitions, does not stop misunderstandings and misinterpretations.

As an example: if in the course of a conversation I say ‘bird’, it will immediately produce a mental picture in your mind; but of what? If it is a bird of the feathered kind, what type: there are hundreds to choose from not least of which includes; shape, colour, size and song? Alternatively, a beautiful woman may spring to mind; both are physical objects and whilst both apply equally to the generally accepted use of the English word ‘bird’, they are very different interpretations. Or, if we stay with the bird example it may invoke an association, e.g. ‘fear’, ‘nest’, ‘flight’, ‘freedom’. With so many alternatives, what chance therefore is there for abstract concepts: ‘pain’, ‘strong’, ‘tall’ for example? Culture likewise has a big impact on many of the words in everyday use. In the English speaking world ‘13’ is considered to be unlucky, whereas in China the number ‘4’ holds the same meaning. Similarly, in China ‘red’ is considered to bring ‘luck’ whilst in England it is used, amongst other things, to signify ‘danger’.

These various interpretations: physical, association, abstract, culture, etc, readily demonstrate the problem and easily explain; in the case of the composer, choreography and artist who communicate their thoughts via their work, why we seldom interpret their work the way they meant it. In short, being individuals, our interpretations are usually very different to what was intended by them. Our aim therefore, when using the spoken word, must be to avoid the possibility of misinterpretation, but how do we do it? In simple terms, the answer is technical language. So let us go on to examine what this is.

lexis

Of course, in any communication situation I cannot be sure you understand exactly what I mean, but what I can be reasonably sure of is that you will have a good approximation of my meaning because of the strict coding of the words used in the language (lexis). Because of this we do and are able to communicate effectively and for this reason I use the term ‘general language’ to describe everyday language, even with its many dialects and accents.

Where there is a need for more accuracy, the definitions we give to words and phrases need to be more prescribed. It is for this reason we develop ‘technical language’, but, there is not only one technical language, there are many thousands all based on the one general language - every facet of life has its technical language. For example; children, especially teenagers, when with their peer groups, use ordinary words in normal day to day discourse to which they ascribe special meanings.

These meanings defy definition by others outside their social group (especially parents) and so make the language ‘technical’ to that group of people. Similarly, the expert in a technical field will do the same (what we normally refer to as ‘technical language’). In short, technical language is a shared language in so far as words can and do take on special meanings within that area and amongst that group of people using it. Secondly, in general communication, whether spoken or written, we tend to scan and guess understanding; in the technical world we cannot do this for accuracy and understanding are paramount.

Because of the need for accuracy within a field, a technical language, based on the general language, is developed for that field only. It uses the established words of that language to which special definitions are ascribed, together with specially made up words where necessary. The important point here is that the adopted words, together with their new definitions, are not standard across all technical fields: ‘tender’ in the medical world for example, is very differently defined to ‘tender’ as used in the business world, and different again to ‘tender’ as used in the marine world.* It can thus be clearly seen, that a technical language is a special language shared by the group of people involved in that field regardless of the aims of that field, i.e. work, leisure, home, entertainment, medical, sport, social grouping, etc.

* tender medical - delicate or sensitive part of the body, easily hurt.

business - written estimate or offer to undertake a job.

marine - ships that supply provisions to other ships.

So we finish up with two broad languages: ‘general’ with its variants and ‘special’, or as I like to call it ‘technical’, of which there is not one but many thousands as demonstrated above. But what of ‘business language’, is it in some way fundamentally different? For me it is technical language covering all those aspects performed in the office, all of which are technical and cross over the business, technical and to some degree social worlds, for example: business letter writing in its various forms, accounts, orders, marketing materials, record keeping systems, descriptions, specifications, reports, etc.

If as I suggest, there are thousands of different technical languages, how are you going to learn them all? The answer is you are not. You need only learn those that directly affect you in the various aspects of your life. Even that can be many, but as you will be a frequent user of them and as they are based on the general form of the language, e.g. English, using the same grammar and lexis of that language, the task is made much simpler. Indeed, in situations where your ‘brush’ with a technical language is temporary and likely to remain so, the technical person can easily explain difficult concepts using the general form of the language.

So fundamentally for me there are two basic language types to learn: the principles of general everyday English and the principles of technical English. As we have grown up using and have been taught the general variant, we really only need concentrate on the latter. It is this; the principles and practices of technical English, we will go on to examine in this book, the application of which is then for you to determine as best suits the area and situation you find yourself in.


exercise

Identify the technical meaning of the words used in the following occupations and make a sentence; the first is done for you.


	Book

publishing

legal

leisure

Drive

transport

marketing

education

Riveting

engineering

entertainment

Disc

medical

electronic

Attack

military

chemical

	 
 
Her books are always best sellers




rules of engagement

In the introduction I posed the question: how do we prevent misunderstandings? The rest of this chapter aims to provide solutions and tools you can use and develop to suit your particular needs and situation to enable you to become a better communicator.

grammar

The mere mention of the word ‘grammar’ is usually enough to put all but the hardiest off. It is however, an essential tool to help us get things right and for that reason, I propose to look at one or two areas that are perennial problems in the hope they will help ‘cure’ any misunderstandings. For those that have a ‘grammar phobia’, try to think of it as the ‘rules of the game’ – a football game perhaps. If we do not play by the rules of football we cannot or will not be playing football, it’s the same with language. Fortunately, as with playing a game, when using a language we tend not to think of the rules, we just use them. It is only when we have a problem that we need them to sort it out. For now, we will examine some of the more common problem areas.

punctuation

In written work what we are really trying to achieve with punctuation is efficient and unambiguous expression, which ultimately will give understanding. This in turn is very closely tied to the position of commas, full stops and other punctuation marks. Punctuation therefore, is used to avoid ambiguity and to help the reader group words together to give the meaning that the writer intended. So, what are the rules? Sadly, there are no hard and fast rules attached to the use of punctuation in English, what there are however, are guidelines to assist us, vis:

The full stop - is used at the end of a sentence, but what is a sentence? Generally speaking, a sentence is a group of words that makes sense in itself and consists of one idea or theme. The number of words in a sentence has no effect whatsoever, for example: ‘he laughed.’ is a sentence, it contains both a subject (he) and predicate (laughed) and is the shortest form of a sentence. However, more complex sentences are possible, for example, ‘Although I completed the job on time I didn’t get to the post office before they locked the door.’ In this example ‘Although’ and ‘before’ are link-words or conjunctions and in this sense have joined three short sentences together to form a much longer and more complex sentence, which is a feature of more sophisticated language usage, e.g.






	 
	subject
	predicate



	(although)
	I
	completed the job on time


	(,)
	I
	didn’t get to the post office


	(before)
	they
	locked the door.



The comma - the most common of the punctuation signs: it is used in order to prevent ambiguity and to assist the reader by grouping words into easily recognisable patterns. Used to:

1. separate words and phrases using: however, for example, on the other hand, therefore, in fact, for instance, either at the beginning or in the middle of sentences, e.g.

•   On the other hand, don’t say I didn’t warn you.

•   This machine for example, is able to perform all the functions you need.

2. separate words or phrases when they occur in series e.g.

•   The hotel is able to accommodate: businessmen, long stay tourists, weekend guests and conference delegates.

•   Dinner plates, side plates, cups, saucers, dessert bowls and soup bowls, are collectively called crockery.

3. separate direct speech from accompanying verbs of saying or remarking e.g.

•   “I hope,” she remarked, “that the computer doesn’t go down again.”

•   He shouted, “Don’t forget to fill the car with petrol.”

•   “She’s a very efficient receptionist,” he added.

4.separate clauses when the sense requires a pause in the reading:

•   Every time I touch the refrigerator, I get a shock.

•   When I had finished the bookings register, I left it with the manager.

5. separate clauses containing a participle:

•   Knowing how you felt about the decision, I decided to check again.

6. mark off a non-defining relative clause and distinguish it from a defining relative clause, e.g. a) a non-defining clause (one that can be removed from a sentence without affecting the meaning), uses commas.

•   The booking system, which is fifteen years old, is now totally out of date.

b) a defining clause (its removal affects the meaning for we are talking about a certain group of waiters, therefore no commas are used)

•   The waiters who work in this restaurant are all fully qualified.

7. Lastly, generally to break up long sentences into such parts as will help the reader to grasp the meaning quickly and unambiguously.

The colon - has three main functions,

1. introduce a list of items e.g.

•   The restaurant offers the following for breakfast: cereals, eggs, various meats, cheese, bread, juice, tea and coffee.

2. instead of a comma when a verb of saying is implied:

•   The first I knew of it was when she shouted: “Help! Get me out of here.”

3. where explanations follow a statement:

•   We decided not to go to that restaurant: it was too expensive.

The semi-colon - generally used for the following,

1. instead of full stops where sentences are grammatically independent but where the meaning is closely connected, e.g.

•   Some of the staff prefer to work day shifts; others prefer night shifts.

•   That’s a good idea; let’s try it and see if it works.

2. in lists to separate items particularly when they are grammatically complex.

•   Guests, when using the swimming pool facilities please: sign in; remove your footwear; take a towel from the rack; wear a swimming cap;…

The question mark* - used at the end of a direct question e.g.

•   “Where is the guest who lost his passport?”

•   “What shift are you on tomorrow?”

•   “How are you?”

The exclamation mark* - used after interjections and at the end of a sentence making an exclamation:

•   Hurray! I’ve got three days off now.

•   ‘What a waste of time!’

* the first word after a question mark or an exclamation mark always begins with a capital letter.

Inverted commas (quotation marks) - both double and single: double (“-”) indicates direct speech or the words actually spoken, e.g.

•   “What did you say you did with the menu cards?” she said.

single (‘-’) indicate quotes from books, magazines, articles, etc, e.g.

•   For as stated in the article The economic climate is such that hoteliers cannot hope to maintain occupancy rates at their current levels’ - [give the reference].

The apostrophe - has two functions

1. the shortened form - one or more letters have been omitted from a word or a phrase e.g.

•   He doesn’t know if she’ll be coming tomorrow.

•   “You’re John Smith aren’t you? Well I am surprised.”

2. possession, sometimes referred to as the ‘of’ genitive, e.g.

•   The manager’s office [the office of the manager].

•   The ladies’ room [the room of the ladies].

The hyphen - once again has two main functions,

1. used with compound words e.g

•   out-of-pocket expenses, sister-in-law.

2. separate a prefix ending with a vowel, from a word beginning with a vowel e.g.

•   re-enter, co-operate, re-iterate.

The bracket - used when a word or phrase is added as an extra thought or explanation e.g.

•   Tomorrow [6 April] is the last day for applications.

•   This holiday centre [and I speak from experience] is the best on the market.

the (of) genitive

The chief meaning of the genitive is ‘possession’ and is made by adding an apostrophe ‘s to the singular form of the noun, e.g. the boy’s bike = the bike of the boy. With most plural nouns, an s ending is already there, so the written form simply adds an apostrophe after the s, e.g. the girls’ dolls = the dolls of the girls. In a few irregular cases the ‘s is used, e.g. the men’s toilets = the toilets of the men (men is an irregular plural noun as are women and children).

Expresses several other meanings too:

•   express origin - Hanne’s story.

•   describe something - a summer’s evening.

•   measure a period - thirty days’ notice.

•   express the role of the subject - Henry’s application … [e.g, ‘Henry applied’].

•   express the role of the object -… the prisoner’s release [e.g, ‘someone released the prisoner’].

•   higher animals [those categorised as male & female, cow, horse, dog, etc.] - the lion’s tail.

All other nouns use the of form, e.g. a part of the problem, not the problem’s part. Other exceptions are:

•   geographical names - Asia’s future.

•   human activity - my life’s purpose & the heart’s function.

•   group genitives - the choir’s music = the music of the choir, but, the conductor of music’s score, = the conductor of music, his score.

•   independent genitive, occurs when the noun following the genitive is missing - Jane’s car is newer than Joe’s [car] - we don’t include the last car because it is inferred in the sentence.

•   special cases, proper nouns borrowed from other languages e.g. Greek, that end with an s have just the ‘ added - Socrates’ work was very profound.

Many native speakers have difficulty with the genitive. It is omitted in many instances, especially on maps, road signs, shops, newspaper headlines, etc., e.g. Marys Drive, St Peters Church, Joes Cafe, etc.

phonetics

In all cases the ending has the same sound; the apostrophe has no effect whatsoever on the spoken word, e.g. girls, girl’s, girls’, are all pronounced the same way.

the shortened form

The shortened forms are NOT genitives*; the apostrophe in these cases merely indicates missing letters. It is in very common usage in all forms of spoken English and written social English, but it is still considered bad practise in formal business letter writing. However, and as we will go on to examine, the new electronic communication methods are having an effect on this particular aspect of grammar.

* take care: do not confuse the shortened form with the genitive.

Following is a list of the more common shortened forms:





	aren’t
	are not



	can’t
	cannot



	couldn’t
	could not



	daren’t
	dare not



	didn’t
	did not



	doesn’t
	does not



	don’t
	do not



	hadn’t
	had not


	hasn’t
	has not


	haven’t
	have not


	he’d
	he had/would



	he’ll
	he will


	he’s
	he is/has


	I’d
	I had/would



	I’ll
	I will


	I’m
	I am



	isn’t
	is not



	it’d
	it had/would


	it’ll
	it will


	it’s
	it is/has


	I’ve
	I have


	let’s
	let us


	mightn’t
	might not


	mustn’t
	must not


	needn’t
	need not


	oughtn’t
	ought not


	oughtn’t
	ought not



	shan’t
	shall not


	she’d
	she had/would


	she’ll
	she will


	she’s
	she is/has


	shouldn’t
	should not



	there’d
	there had/would


	there’ll
	there will


	there’s
	there is


	they’d
	they had/would

	they’ll
	they will


	they’re
	they are


	they’ve
	they have


	wasn’t
	was not


	we’d
	we had/would


	we’ll
	we will


	we’re
	we are


	weren’t
	were not


	we’ve
	we have


	won’t
	will not


	wouldn’t
	would not


	you’d
	you had/would

	you’ll
	you will


	you’re
	you are


	you’ve
	you have




caution - do not confuse its with it’s, whose with who’s, or your with you’re, e.g:

its is a possessive word like my, your, etc, e.g.

•   Every country has its traditions.

•   Every family has its breadwinner.

it’s is the shortened form of: it is - it has.

•   It is cold outside

•   It has been a very pleasant day

whose is a possessive word like whom, which, etc, e.g.

•   Whose is that coat?

•   Whose decision was it to do that?

who’s is the shortened form of: who is - who has.

•   Who is going to make dinner?

•   Who has the car keys?

your is a possessive e.g.

•   Is this your coat?

•   You’ve left your CDs at Mikes.

you’re is the shortened form of: you are.

•   You are one of my favourite people

•   In the end, you are to blame

word order

Let us start at the beginning, because unless we get the words we are using in the correct order, we will not be communicating what we intend. For this reason I make no apologies for using a little space on the topic, so let us look at sentence construction. To do this we need to look at the rules of the language, what we call the grammar, in order to explain what it is all about; consider the following:

The boy kissed the girl   &   The girl kissed the boy

In both cases the sentences are perfectly sensible and grammatically correct. They contain exactly the same words but with one major difference – the positioning of ‘boy’ and ‘girl’. The fact that these are in different positions changes the meaning of the sentence entirely. It is all about the positioning of the subject and the object. In the first sentence ‘boy’ is the subject, the verb ‘kissed’ tells us what he did to the object ‘girl’ and of course, vice-versa in the case of the second sentence. So it can be seen that unless we put the words together in the correct order we will be communicating incorrect information. Generally speaking, in English we construct a sentence in the:

subject [s] – verb [v] – object [o] format

Exceptions to this rule being some question structures – ‘Why were you there?’ and special formations, e.g. inversions – ‘down came the rain’. The need is for you to be able to determine what the sentence is all about – the main noun (boy in the first example) – and put it at the front followed by the verb and then the noun object. A couple of tips to help you determine which is which:

1.  ask who or what before the verb, e.g. “Who or what kissed the girl?” answer the boy – boy is therefore the subject.

2.  ask who or what after the verb, e.g. “the boy kissed who or what?” answer the girl – girl is therefore the object.

It sounds simple, but there can be difficulties and without wishing to make life complicated, sentences can contain ‘complements’ (com). Complements are added information attached to the subject, object or verb called ‘subject complements’ – ‘object complements’ – ‘adverbials’ respectively. Although sentences can have these extra elements in them, the subject and object will still be found in the same way and they will still follow the same order. So if you come across sentences with extra elements in them do not panic. This is particularly so, as we will see, when we go to the next section.

active – v – passive voice

Language can be spoken or written using the active or passive voice. In the former (active), the subject performs the action described by the verb on someone or something (the object). In the latter (passive), the subject is acted upon by the action of the verb, e.g:





	Active Voice:
	The chairman read the report.


	Passive Voice:
	The report was read [by the chairman].


In most situations it is better to use the active voice as it is considered to be a more colourful, interesting and powerful form of expression. Normally it is easier to understand and generally uses fewer words than its passive equivalent to convey the same message. The passive voice, on the other hand, use to feature prominently in technical language. It is seen to be flat, difficult, uninteresting and boring (could this be the reason why we do not read technical manuals - unless all else fails?). Today however, there is a strong move toward using the active voice in technical situations whenever and wherever possible. A generally welcome move but, there are times when the passive comes into its own. We will examine these when we look at technical descriptions, processes and specifications in ch. 12.

For now however, and although the passive voice is impersonal and boring it nevertheless still has its uses. Consider for example the following active voice list:

•   cleaners empty the waste bins every evening.

•   cleaners vacuum the office carpets every morning.

•   cleaners clean the toilets and washrooms twice a day.

•   cleaners wash the dishes and tidy the kitchen daily.

If we were discussing the jobs the cleaners must do, we would not normally repeat the subject (cleaners); we would simply discuss the jobs without using it. Similarly, if we were to write down the list for the cleaners, there would be little point in adding ‘cleaners’ to each instruction as the list is aimed directly at them. So, we can get rid of it but, what about the format rule: s - v - o?

If we were to omit the subject, it will make the object of the active voice the focus of the sentence; in the first example from the active voice list, it is the waste bins that are important not the cleaners so, we can make it the new subject. In like manner, all the instructions in the list can therefore be translated into the passive voice in the same way, e.g:

•   the waste bins are emptied every evening.

•   the office carpets are vacuumed every morning.

•   the toilets and washrooms are cleaned twice a day.

•   the dishes are washed and the kitchen tidied daily.

So, how do we do it? The answer is simplicity itself. First we need to identify the constituent parts of the sentence: the subject, verb and object. Having done this we now need to eliminate the subject and replace it with the object, then insert the verb ‘to be’ and finally convert the verb to the past tense, e.g.

[image: Image]

converts to:

The waste bins are emptied every evening, [by the cleaners].*

* in this example every evening is a complement and remains in the same position when the sentence is converted.

the imperative

The imperative offers us an alternative form of technical language. Generally it is used to give orders, instructions, advice, encouragement etc. It is characterised by using the infinitive form of the verb without the to before it, as a consequence it is always in the present tense. The second main feature is, its lack of a subject, as the subject is, by implication, the reader or doer of the action in question. On the down side, it can be considered to be impolite and in some instances downright rude, used in the right context however, it is a very valuable tool.

As another way of writing technically, it is typically used in ‘do this – do that’ situations, where the reader is given clear, unambiguous instructions on how to do something or led through a process by a clear, logical list of commands. It is most typically found in instruction manuals where each and every step – no matter how small – is listed in order, for example: instructions on how to set up a small electronic device. e.g.

•   remove the battery cover by pressing on the grooved area and gently push in the direction of the arrow.

•   insert the batteries right way round [ensure positive to positive, indicated on battery compartment.

•   slide the battery cover back until it clicks into place.

•   turn over the unit.

•   press the ‘ON’ button for 5 seconds.… etc.

In similar fashion the duties required of the cleaners could be issued this way, e.g.

•   empty the bins every evening.

•   vacuum the carpets every morning.

•   clean the toilets and wash rooms twice a day.

•   wash the dishes and tidy the kitchen daily.

passive – v – imperative

A passive is an explanation - used to give understanding, for example: passive -



	thing
	action
	how


	The nut
	is removed
	by turning the spanner anticlockwise.


An imperative is a command - used to emphasize importance, for example: imperative -


	action
	thing
	how


	Remove
	the nut
	by turning the spanner anticlockwise.


do not forget the basics

This problem of misunderstanding is further compounded whenever we, as specialists, wish to communicate in a technical field. We start with an inbuilt disadvantage: that is ‘the basics’. Let me explain what I mean. To become an ‘expert’ in a field we must spend a lot of time learning about it, usually as a trainee. Over time our knowledge and expertise develops, we become ever more familiar and comfortable with the intricacies of the field in question, gradually ‘forgetting’ all about the basics (see the graph below) – the very thing that matters and which enabled us to begin our journey in the first instance.

We do not actually forget about the basics, we simply do not think about them as they have fulfilled their function - to provide the foundation for understanding. We operate with them everyday, we are so familiar with them that we ‘forget’ them so to speak; we do not think about them, they become auto-responses. This means that whenever we speak with colleagues in the same field, the basic understanding is there and we can therefore communicate with a starting point at a higher level, what I call ‘the operational level’ – from point ‘x’, for example, on the graph below.

[image: Image]

The difficulty comes whenever we wish to communicate with others outside our field. They will not have been introduced to the basics and without them they will struggle to understand us. As the expert therefore, we must remember the basics and use them as our starting point. Going back to basics is the only way to ensure we provide the necessary background required for understanding. In short: as a communicator it is incumbent upon you to investigate your audience and ensure you start your presentation, explanation, conversation, etc, at an appropriate knowledge level.


exercise

1.  Capitalise and punctuate the following narrative:

they met for the first time when the elevator suddenly stopped the suddenness of the action caused her to fall forward into him whoops im sorry she said have I hurt you

no problem he replied are you okay please let me help you let me take your bags

thank you its very kind of you she replied

helping her down to solid ground they faced each other their eyes meeting for the first time she felt a little flustered and he thought she was still shaken by the experience are you sure youre alright come on let me get you a cup of tea a sit down might be the best thing right now

her instinct was to say no but there was something about this man that intrigued her yes thatll be nice I do feel a little shaky moving across to a little café they sat down and when the waitress came he ordered tea and cakes for two

im sorry ive not introduced myself putting out his hand in introduction im charles but friends call me chas she felt a little embarrassed at what had happened and giving him a slight glance she offered her hand which he took gently but firmly

im sarah she replied thank you so much it couldve been quite nasty had you not been there to stop my fall over tea she began to feel more relaxed he had that sort of effect it was then that the thought struck her…….

2.  Make sentences containing the following:

whose - who’s     your - you’re    its - it’s.

3.  Convert the following active statements to passive statements:

•  They kept the ball in the opposition’s half.

•  You must not use a calculator.

•  One should always store frozen food at -18°

•  He guaranteed the quality of his work

•  Didn’t they promise her a promotion?




2. the basics

Communication is about understanding; as long as we understand each other, we are communicating. In order to do this and make sense of our everyday world, we employ the use of our five sense organs:



	1.  eyes (sight)  
	–  detection and understanding of form.



	2.  ears (hearing)  
	–  detection and understanding of sound.



	3.  nose (smell)
	–  detection and understanding of odour.



	4.  tongue (taste)
	–  detection and understanding of flavour.



	5.  body (tactile)
	–  detection and understanding of touch.




These can be employed simultaneously or selectively depending upon the situation but, when critical understanding is required we turn to our sixth sense – mind consciousness; this is the ‘tool’ that makes the difference.

It is our sixth sense that sub-consciously ‘switches-off’ those senses that offer least in the critical understanding we are seeking, for to leave them ‘switched-on’ could or would interfere with that understanding. For example: if, when reading a book, you become deeply engrossed, your mind conscience will ‘switch-off’ all your active senses bar the most important one for understanding, in this case sight. Whilst in this situation you will be oblivious of others around you talking, to someone brushing past you, etc. In effect it will only be those senses necessary to aid your understanding that will be employed, for that way they receive more ‘power’ to do their job. To use another analogy: imagine a series of taps in a communal wash room, when one is opened there will be plenty of water flowing from it, as other taps are opened the flow in each will be reduced, the other taps taking power (water pressure) away from each other.

This ‘switching-on & off’ is an automatic process and can change rapidly, for example: when dining out and enjoying your meal all your senses will be employed. However, if something unusual hits your tongue, your other senses will be unconsciously ‘switched-off’ to enable you to discover, identify or enjoy the experience. Once complete the other senses will return. In effect what it means is: no one can concentrate on two or more stimuli simultaneously and for this reason care must be employed when trying to communicate.

the process

When we think of the communication process, we tend to think of the spoken and written word. Communication however, can and does take many forms - the language of dance, music, art, drama, mime, etc. In many areas of work these alternative forms are far more common, effective and precise.

“Ah!” You may say, “But, opera, ballet and abstract art are all gibberish to me. I simply don’t understand them.” And you may very well be right. But your lack of understanding does not mean to say they are not means of communication. Before you can communicate successfully, you have to know and understand the rules of the communication system you are using. For example, you cannot possibly hope to understand anything I have written in this book, unless you understand the English language and can apply the rules (grammar) of the language, even if that is in a loose way.

Although there are many systems of communication, both socially and commercially, the spoken and written word is used far more than any other means. Yet in spite of this, misunderstandings are all too common. Oral and written communication involves speaking, listening and reading. Simple processes you may think, but if we examine them a little deeper we will hopefully begin to appreciate how and why misunderstandings occur.

Whilst I do not wish to suggest that we, as a species, are similar to robots, I will nevertheless use a mechanistic approach to explain the communication process and why there is a need for careful planning and clear language.

Communication processes pass through several stages between the parties involved as the diagram on the next page will hopefully show. It is quite a complex process: no wonder there are often misunderstandings!

To complicate the process even further, when it is new information that is being communicated, people need more time to take it in, hence the need for you to speak more slowly and clearly and allow time for reading, reflection and assimilation. In similar manner, the assumption is made that the definitions attached to words and phrases have a shared meaning. But as discussed earlier in ch. 1 under ‘Styles of Language’, - even this does not paint the full picture. The message is affected by many other external factors, the choice of words, stress, intonation, punctuation and the relationship between the parties concerned. In the case of oral communication, non-verbal stimuli have a great effect; facial expressions, gestures, posture and the context, all giving and influencing meaning.

[image: Image]

oral presentation

Previous studies into the effectiveness of oral presentations brought up some remarkable results. It became clear that the words themselves, whilst containing all the meaning, contributed least to the understanding process (7%). Tone of voice (38%) and body language (55%) proved to be far more effective in ‘getting the message across’.

In effect, a boring message can be transmitted much more effectively by a charismatic speaker with a good voice than would an interesting message by a ‘boring’, monotone voiced speaker.

From this it can be seen that the communication process we take so much for granted has many complex aspects. So let us look at them in turn in order to demystify and simplify them, so that you may become a better communicator.

[image: Image]

accents and dialects

Every language is subject to regional variations, often called accents or dialects. These enrich a language but conversely can interfere with understanding when used out of their natural areas. This could also include speaking grammatically incorrectly.

Accents - great care must be taken to ensure that accents (often defined as those characteristic modes of pronunciation that identify the user’s origin) are not too strong to interfere with understanding. If you have a strong regional accent it will be necessary for you to try and modify it so that it is more readily understandable to a wider audience. There is no suggestion that you should try to adopt a “false” accent as this often proves to be disastrous.

Dialects - dialects on the other hand, often have their own vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation, which can be very different from the mother tongue of which they were born. Their use is often too localised and too specialised to be an effective means of communication outside that area. Dialects, being local, are not usually understood outside their area. This being so, means it will be necessary for you to adopt and use a more standard form of the language.

stress and intonation

Words have ascribed definitions that are easily found in a dictionary. However, much of the meaning we give to spoken language is via the intonation and stress we place on the words. It is not essential to use stress and intonation, understanding is, in general, still there - consider the talking computer. But if we wish to aid understanding and maintain our audience’s attention, then both are essential tools, especially the latter - a flat voice is a boring voice. Stress when used with intonation in the right way enables you to convey subtle changes of meaning as well as making your whole delivery more pleasing and interesting to the listener.

Whilst giving colour and interest to the words we use, stress and intonation can also fundamentally change the meaning of the same set of words. Take the five following statements, what do they mean? (the stress is placed on the word(s) in italics). Try to identify their different meanings then check your answers at the end of the chapter.

1 She doesn’t love him.

2 She doesn’t love him.

3 She doesn’t love him.

4 She doesn’t love him.

5 She doesn’t love him?

enunciation

Enunciation is the art of pronouncing words clearly and fully. In normal everyday speech this one aspect is perhaps the most abused: mumbling; slurring one word into another; clipped endings to words; missed characters especially h, t, d, g, etc, are characteristic of poor enunciation amongst native speakers of English.

Clearly spoken syllables, words, phrases, etc, enable the listener to focus on the message you wish to convey and not the words. Unlike general conversation where overall understanding is the norm, communication requires a full understanding of what the speaker intends. Similarly the need to reach all (especially in larger venues) necessitates clear enunciation.

projection

When addressing many people, it is essential that all can hear you. The art of projecting your voice requires you to adopt a posture that enables the diaphragm to function properly, usually standing up erect. It is also essential to hold the head up and open your mouth. Shy or nervous people tend to let their head drop and speak into their chest, whilst the over confident or nervous, speak too quickly, thereby not allowing the listener time to assimilate the words.

tone

Nerves tend to tighten the vocal chords and when speaking can produce strident, harsh tones. These are particularly grating to the listener. It is essential to relax as much as possible, relaxed presenters are able to produce pleasing sounds.

visual

Often referred to as non-verbal communication (NVC) or body language, it has often been said that more meaning is transmitted via visual communication than by the spoken word. Indeed it is not uncommon for people to say one thing and visually mean something else, so strong is visual stimuli. However, the irony of visual communication is that in most cases it is made unconsciously, nevertheless, made it is.

The person who is able to read visual stimuli is in a strong position in a communicative situation. For example the receptionist who recognises anger or frustration in the determined, hurried steps of a customer, will have the common sense to ensure that his/her opening words will be serious, courteous, calm and friendly. Likewise the presenter who recognises shuffling and hands holding heads in the audience as boredom will call a break or introduce an appropriate, humorous anecdote.

For so powerful a means of communication to be used so unconsciously, something that we take for granted, and yet so powerful as to be the most effective means of communicating, is difficult to understand. It is for this reason that you are highly recommended to spend time on it.

forms of non-verbal communication (NVC)

Non-verbal communication covers all those aspects that afford visual stimuli: facial expressions; gestures; movements; physical contact; positioning; posture; para-linguistics. As there are many good books on this subject, it is pointless me going through each in detail. But, as a guide for your future research I will give an overview here:

Facial expressions - the face is capable of transmitting an enormously wide range of expressions and emotions. All parts of the face are used to great effect, often without thought. We have all seen, used and are familiar with them. What the wise person will do is to learn to recognise and react to them.

Gestures - gestures, like facial expressions, are many and varied. Normally they are transmitted unconsciously, an automatic response to a situation, for example; the forefinger over the lips to signal silence, ‘thumbs-up’ sign to signal everything is fine, shaking of the head in disbelief, etc.

Movements - movements of the body, especially the feet or fingers often indicate impatience or boredom.

Physical contact - finger prodding for emphasis and insistence, slapping the back in friendship, etc, are typical examples.

Positioning - the distance between people (often referred to as ‘space bubble’), if too close it may cause discomfort. This is especially so in most Western cultures. In Arabic cultures however, closeness indicates sincerity and trust.

Posture - how we position our body, stand or sit erect, lounge or lean forward can transmit care, self-confidence or over confidence, nervousness, etc.

Para-linguistics - sounds that indicate surprise, agreement, impatience or annoyance, e.g. “uh-uh”, “whew!”, “oops!”, “tsk”, “tut-tut”, etc.

Nothing of what I have mentioned is new; we all know and use them. A way to help overcome them is to practise whilst you look at yourself in front of a long mirror. Or better still, ask someone to video your performance; you will be very surprised! It will be the best learning situation you have ever experienced.

Collectively, the above factors should enable you to become a good communicator with the ability to make interesting and effective presentations.

answers

1.  “she” certainly does not love “him” and has no wish to.

2.  implies, “she” may have loved “him” but “she” does not love him now nor has “she” a wish to love “him” again.

3.  suggests, “him” is not worth loving by “she”.

4.  a strong denial of “she” ever having loved “him”.

5.  by stressing love and raising the voice on the last word, not only turns it into a question but implies that the suggestion “she” may not love “him” is ridiculous.


exercise

1.  Examine the following sketches and interpret their non verbal communicative meaning.

[image: Image]

2.  Imagine you are talking with a friend on a topic you know about.

Prepare a short talk on it listing the key words as a reminder. Using a tape recorder, record your talk as if it were a conversation with your friend.

Play back the recording, listen carefully and ask yourself the following [use the tips in the chapter as a guide to help you]:

•   clarity of speech.

•   speed of delivery.

•   interest in the voice.
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