Code Switching and Status Markers

Linguists call the ability to adjust your grammar and usage to your audience "code switching."  It's like knowing when to wear a tuxedo (to the prom not the beach) and when to wear a bathing suit (to the beach not the prom).  Effective code switching is the mark of an effective, healthy writer and speaker.  

Ineffective code switching can have two negative effects.  First, it may compromise the effectiveness of an individual piece of writing; sloppy mechanics and grammar may lead the reader to suspect that your thinking is also sloppy.  At the very least it distracts the reader from your point.  

Second, some grammatical errors are known as "status markers" and may lead the readers/listeners to suspect that you are not a true member of their club.  For example, most people at Harvard don't say, "I ain't a doin' it," and most people at the Hoe-down don't say, "To whom are you speaking?"  Unless, of course, they want to stand out or are making a joke.  

My goal for each of you is to have the grammatical tools to be an effective communicator for a variety of audiences and be able to choose what groups you join – not be stuck in the only ones that will accept you.  Below is a list of common errors and status markers from Under the Grammar Hammer by Douglas Cazort.

Under the Grammar Hammer's Top 20 Misses

1. Wrong Tense or Verb Form

2. Fused or Run-on Sentence

3. Sentence Fragment

4. Lack of Agreement Between Subject and Verb

5. Wrong Word

6. Missing Comma(s) with a Nonrestrictive Element

7. Unnecessary Shift in Tense

8. Missing Commas in a Series

9. Missing or misplaced Possessive Apostrophe

10. Unnecessary Comma(s) with a Nonrestrictive Element

11. Confusion of Its an It's
12. Dangling or Misplaced Modifier

13. Lack of Agreement Between Pronoun and Antecedent

14. Wrong of missing Preposition

15. Vague Pronoun Reference

16. Unnecessary Shift in Pronoun

17. Comma Splice

18. Wrong or Missing Verb Ending

19. Missing Commas in a Compound Sentence

20. Missing Comma After an Introductory Element

Under the Grammar Hammer's Five Uncommonly Serious Mistakes

1. Objective Case Used as Subjects
a. Them went to the store
2. Double Negatives
a. We don't want no beans
3. Failure to Capitalize Proper Names

4. Faulty Parallelism

5. Subjective Pronouns as Objects
a. I went to see she

b. She went to see Bob and I
Reviewed with the Position Paper
Make Your Thesis Statement Short and Sweet:  State your position clearly with conviction.  And make sure it's the end or beginning of a paragraph so it doesn't get lost in the text. (A good title or subtitle can also serve as your thesis statement.)

Use Either the Title or Subtitle as a Position Statement: An engaging title ("The Speed Dilemma," "The Crash of Travel," or "Too Clean Timberlands") can use a subtitle to point the reader in the right direction ("Removing Speed Limits Improve Safety," "Air Travel is Destroying the World," & "Boots for Workers Not Posers").

Works Cited:  Correctly cite personal interviews and use an out-dent for the each entry.  
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Cite Sources in the Text:  Avoid "Research says…" or "People say…"  Instead identify your sources right in the text ("Sleep researcher Edwin Perry says …" or "Barlow twelfth grader Eloise Grunion speaks for many students when she says, '…'" or "According to a study published in the October issue of the British Journal of Psychiatry, "…")
Agreement: "That" and "Who" are relative pronouns that relate the subject of a sentence to its object, hence the name. "Who" (and whom or whose) refers only to people: “I have a friend who can help.” "That" refers mostly to things: “He has the key that fits in this door.”

Its/It's:  "It's" is short for "it is" with the apostrophe replacing the missing letter.  The possessive "its" like yours, their, ours, his and hers does not have an apostrophe.  Though a minor mistake this is often seen as a status marker of an inexperienced or careless writer.

Less is More: Cutting back on repetitions and extra words will make your writing more powerful and improve your grades. Once you finish a paper, take the time to cut 15%-20% to keep the focus on your best ideas and sentences.

Restrictive and Nonrestrictive Clauses:  These are fancy terms for information in a sentence that is essential and thus not requiring a comma and information that is merely descriptive or explanatory and thus requiring a comma.  For example the sentence "My brother, Phil, plays the harp," only requires a comma if Phil is my only brother.  (If he's my only brother then of course it's Phil, but if I also have brothers Donaldo and Luigi, then it's essential that I tell you that it's Phil.)
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