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Introduction

Welcome to Professional Writing Today: A Functional
Approach! This book was written for CMNS 1115 Business
Writing at Douglas College, but could also be a valuable
textbook for many other undergraduate professional writing
courses (and CMNS 1115 transfers as equivalent to many other
post-secondary institutions, especially in British Columbia).

This book is available free of charge to any who wish it. It is
licensed under a Creative Commons  Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License, except
where otherwise noted.

Thanks and acknowledgements need to be given to Rebekah
Bennetch, Corey Owen, and Zachary Keesey, authors of
Effective Professional Communication: A Rhetorical Approach,

which is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License, except
where otherwise noted. Much of Professional Writing Today: A
Functional Approach was adapted from their OER textbook.

The primary forms of adaptation from Effective Professional
Communication: A Rhetorical Approach are as follows:

Minor text edits

Editing content for length or purpose

Adding new content

Removing content

Adding chapters

Splitting chapters

Removing chapters

Moving or combining content into new chapters

1| Introduction


https://openpress.usask.ca/rcm200/

Removing examples/explanations
Adding examples/explanations
Adding images

Removing images

Removing exercises

Adding appendices

Bennetch, Owen, and Keesey also acknowledge other works
from which they have adapted, as well.
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1. Why am | Reading
this Book?

If you're reading this sentence, chances are you're not going
to be a communications major (but that's an excellent and
growing field of study and it's a great option if you're
interested). In all likelihood, you're an undergraduate student
looking at a different field of study, such as computer
information systems, accounting, nursing, social work, or some
other field where communication is an essential skill, even if
not the focus of your program.

Educational programs are made by experts in various fields of
study. Those experts are convinced that communication skills
are essential to the learning in your program. That's the real
reason you're reading this book: communication is arguably
the most important skill in today's professional workplace,
regardless of your occupation.

Students studying criminal justice are often surprised to learn
that police officers spend as much as one-third of their time
writing reports. Anybody who has ever worked as a server at a
restaurant will tell you that better communication with guests
means better tips. Being a doctor is more than memorizing
every body part, every disease, and every drug ever known;
diagnosis and treatment depend heavily on listening to
patients and communicating with them clearly. Their lives
depend on it. The same can be true in many other
communications contexts.

Every year, Forbes Magazine publishes a list of the top skills
employers look for when recruiting candidates. This list
changes a little bit every year, but one pattern is consistent:

Why Am | Reading This Book? | 4


https://www.forbes.com/

employers want good communicators. Their list for 2021
includes 10 skills, at least half of which are clearly
communication skills: thriving in a virtual environment, coping
with ambiguity, the ability to coach (be that for peers,
subordinates, or customers), problem solving through critical
thinking, and adaptability]. On other similar lists, writing skills
and public speaking skills are often featured prominently.

Professional Writing Today: A Functional Approach is designed
to improve your communication skills, specifically in written
communications, which you will need to succeed in your future
career, whatever that may be.

1. The Top 10 Skills Recruiters Are Looking For In 2021.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2020/11/
09/the-top-10-skills-recruiters-are-looking-for-
in-2021/?sh=24943c1f7e38
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2. What
Communication Skills
do | Need?

The list of skills that could be considered a “communication
skill" would be extremely long—and with good reason! The list
below is only a portion of what could be included.

Adapting Crediting Expressing Interpreting Negotiating
Analyzing Debating Facilitating Interviewing Networking
Categorizing Defining Filming Leading Organizing
Coaching Designing Gesturing Listening Paraphrasing

Commenting Displaying Highlighting Managing Persuading
Copywriting Documenting lllustrating Mentoring Photographing

Correcting Editing Inferring Moderating  Portraying

All of these skills can be useful in today'’s professional workplace
and many would be needed simply to be hired in the first
place. The words above in bold are part of the learning in this
book, but all communications skills in the list are valuable (and
those not in bold can be learned in other communications
courses).

Thinking of your future career goals, which of the other skills
noted above will you want to have? Take a moment to make
your own personalized list; you can even add communication
skills not listed above. How do you plan to acquire and/or
improve those skills? How can you use those skills to make
yourself more competitive in the labour market? Chances are,
there's another communications course that can help you with
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those. The more communication skills you have, the better you
can perform in your career.
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3. The Big Picture

Professional Writing Today: A Functional Approach is heavily
focused on building specific skills and teaching you
professional writing techniques that can be used in day-to-
day workplace writing. However, we also need to keep “the big
picture” in mind.

How does communication work as a process? How should
people communicate with each other? What is expected of
communicators in today's workplaces? What cultural and
interpersonal communications information do | need to thrive
in a semi-social, multicultural workplace environment?

All of these questions—and more—need to be addressed
before we can get into the details of professional writing.

Q: How does communication work as a process?

Every day, we receive messages, either in text or spoken form,
that make us feel something. Maybe it made you excited or
annoyed, happy or sad. But what specifically made you feel
that way? Could you specifically articulate why the message
made you respond in the way you did?

MaclLennan’s Nine Axioms of Communication

This is where MaclLennan’'s (2009) Nine Axioms of
Communication come in. They can help us understand how
communication works and they can help us identify effective
communication strategies and diagnose problems.

Maclennan (2009) defines an axiom as “a universal principle
or foundational truth that operates across cases or situations”
(p. 8). In other words, the axioms of communication are
inescapable principles and we must always strive to be
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conscious of them, whenever we engage in any sort of
communication.

Here are all nine axioms listed out.

The Nine Axioms of Communication

1. Communication is not simply an exchange of
information, but an interaction between people.

2. All communication involves an element of
relation as well as content.

3. Communication takes place within a context of
‘persons, objects, events, and relations’.

4. Communication is the principal way by which we
establish ourselves and maintain credibility.

5. Communication is the main means through
which we exert influence.

6. All commmunication involves an element of
interpersonal risk.

7. Communication is frequently ambiguous: what is
unsaid can be as important as what is said.

8. Effective communication is audience-centred, not
self-centred.

9. Communication is pervasive: you cannot not
communicate

(MacLennan, 2009)

These axioms help you design effective messages, so that you
better understand what you should say and how you should
say it. Just as importantly, the axioms tell you what you should
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not say and what you should avoid when designing and
delivering a message.

Bear in mind that, while each axiommn emphasizes a specific
aspect of communication, the axioms are interconnected,;
therefore, attempting to ignore or downplay the importance of
any of them can impair your ability to communicate effectively.

The Shannon-Weaver Model of Communication

Communication textbooks often adopt the Shannon-Weaver
model (1948)—also known as the transmission model—to
represent the linear process of communication, as shown in the
image below.

Information Transmitter Reception Destination
source

e e

® ®
11

Noise

< FEEDBACK <

SHANNON-WEAVER'S MODEL oF COMMUNICATION

In this linear model, a sender encodes information and,
through a transmitter, sends it to a receiver, who subsequently
decodes the message. According to this model, information
seems to move in a simplified, linear manner, even though
the process can be complicated by noise, which is information
that is added unintentionally to a message during
transmission, and feedback, which is information that the
receiver transmits back to the sender.
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This is a simple and elegant model of communication that
can help you visualize the process anytime you're going to be
communicating.

The first rule of communication is to know your audience and
put them first. You can use this model to think about how to
best encode your messages for them and and how to send it
to them. You can also think about what types of interference
(noise) could prevent your message from being received,
understood, or accepted. Finally, you can think about what
feedback you'll look for when determining if your message was
successful.

Q: How should people communicate with each other?

Clearly. Honestly. Transparently. Patiently. Thoughtfully. Fairly.
Positively. Interactively. Respectfully. Ethically.

All of those are good answers; this section is focused on the last
one: ethical communication.

Every one of us is responsible for how we communicate and
what we communicate. This responsibility can be
interpersonal, managerial, or even legal. Audiences have high
expectations regarding ethical communication (even if they
aren't always the most ethical communicators themselves).

Examples of unethical communication

If @ business owner lies to potential investors about the state
of the company's assets before inviting an investment in the
company, that communication is both unethical (dishonesty)
and illegal (fraud).

If a manager promises their employees that everybody will
get an equal raise, some employees will expect an equal raise
in percentage terms and others will expect an equal raise in
dollar terms. Lower-income employees will benefit the most
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from a raise that is equal dollar-to-dollar, but higher-income
employees will benefit the most from a raise that is equal in
percentage terms. This communication was unclear and falsely
raising the hopes of employees is unethical.

If a casual acquaintance constantly sends text messages after
you don't pick up on a call, you might feel annoyed or even
harassed. Your acquaintance is being impatient and this form
of harassment is unethical.

There are countless other examples of unethical
communication. Identifying and understanding potential
missteps is complex and requires patient, thoughtful analysis.
Indeed, haste and/or carelessness are common causes of
unethical communication.

Ethical communication

When you are communicating in a professional workplace,
there's a strong expectation that you'll communicate ethically.
There are a few core issues you'll need to understand, such as
privacy, confidentiality, and duty to communicate.

Confidentiality: Information is owned. The owner of that
information gets to decide what to do with it. If you have
information that is rightfully owned by somebody else, you
need to know if that information is confidential (or perhaps
merely private). Virtually all organizations have confidential
documents, especially employee records and certain financial
documents. If you're receiving confidential information, you
have a duty to safeguard that information. Revealing
confidential information, even accidentally, is unethical and
can have serious repercussions, including legal consequences.

Privacy: Some information may not be confidential, per se, but
it is nonetheless private. In a free democracy, voters are allowed
to vote in private so that nobody can see how they marked
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their ballot. Ballots have no identifying marks to show how
any particular person voted, but the tallies of votes are public
information. If somebody tells you that they voted a particular
way, that's not confidential information, but it was kept private
(until the voter voluntarily chose to disclose the information).
In a business setting, a lot of communication takes place in
private, often even when it is not confidential. Violating the
privacy of communications can also have terrible
consequences, though, and is seen as unethical.

Duty to communicate: In some situations, you have an ethical
and/or legal duty to communicate. If you are an accountant
auditing the finances of another company and you detect
irregularities in that company’s records, you have a duty to
report the matter. If you are a local government and you want
to collect the annual tax roll, you have a duty to commmunicate
the tax rate to residents.

Every industry and profession has its own set of
communication responsibilities. Ethical communication relies
on you knowing your obligations to various stakeholders and
meeting them.

Q: What cultural communications information do | need to
thrive in a socially complex, multicultural workplace
environment?

Culture involves beliefs, attitudes, values, and traditions that
are shared by a group of people. From the choice of words
(message), to how you communicate (in person, in print,
digitally, or otherwise), to how you acknowledge
understanding with a nod or a glance (non-verbal feedback),
to the internal and external interference, all aspects of
communication are influenced by culture.

Culture is part of the very fabric of our thought and you cannot
separate yourself from it, even as you leave home, defining
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yourself anew in work and achievements. Every business or
organization has a culture and, within what may be considered
a global culture, there are many subcultures or co-cultures.
For example, consider the difference between the sales and
accounting departments in a corporation. You can quickly see
two distinct groups with their own symbols, vocabulary, and
values. Within each group, there may also be smaller groups
and each member of each department comes from a distinct
background that, in itself, influences behaviour and interaction.

Intercultural communication is a fascinating area of study
within business communication and it is essential to your
success. One idea to keep in mind as you examine this topic
is the importance of considering multiple points of view. If you
tend to dismiss ideas or views that are “unalike culturally,” you
will be less able to learn about diverse cultures. If you cannot
learn, how can you grow and be successful?

Through intercultural communication, we create, understand,
and transform culture and identity. One reason you should
study intercultural communication is to foster greater self-
awareness (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). Your thought process
regarding culture is often “other focused,” meaning that the
culture of the other person or group is what stands out in
your perception. However, the old adage “know thyself” is
appropriate, as you become more aware of your own culture
by better understanding other cultures and perspectives.
Intercultural communication can allow you to step outside of
your comfortable, usual frame of reference and see your
culture through a different lens. Additionally, as you become
more self-aware, you may also become a more ethical
communicator, as you challenge your ethnocentrism, that is,
a tendency to view one’s own culture as superior to other
cultures.

Q: How should people communicate with each other?
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Interpersonal commmunication is complex and dependent on so
many variables, such as those noted above.

The changing social, political, religious, sexual, artistic, and
economic conditions of our world, country, region, and even
organization need to be accounted for.

In North America, recent communication adaptations include
declaring one's pronouns and making territorial
acknowledgments. These were done to account for shifting
expectations in society and to help account for historical
wrongdoings.

The term “political correctness” is much maligned and even
weaponized, but it really amounts to describing people in the
terms by which they reasonably request they be described and
being respectful in your commmunication about other people.
However you may feel about the term or any of these issues,
there are professional expectations that you'll be sensitive and
respectful in your communications.

Many professionals find themselves in trouble because, when
they communicate, they either do not know about certain
sensitivities (especially when there's an expectation that they
should know) or they stubbornly refuse to apologize for errors
and to adapt to the shifting realities in which they live.

As professional commmunicators, we need to be able to use
respectful, appropriate, and non-judgmental language to
ensure that we are communicating clearly, respectfully, and
ethically. Pay close attention to the issues that arise in politics
and society around communication; learning opportunities
abound and learning the easy way is much better than learning
the hard way, which can involve a lot of unpleasantness for all.

Q: What is expected of communicators in today’s
workplaces?
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Again, there are a lot of good answers here: ethical
communication and sensitivity are discussed above.
Adaptability, however, is the focus here, specifically adapting to
new technologies.

The following sentence could have been written with earnest
sincerity on any day in the last 175 years: “With the rapid
expansion of global communications, businesses need to be
able to adapt to new technologies and capitalize on the
advantages they offer.” This could have been said when the
telegraph was invented. It could have been said when the
telephone was invented. It could have been said when the
television was invented. It could have been said when the
internet was invented. It could have been said when video
conferencing became popular during the Covid-19 pandemic.
The point is this: you will need to adapt to technology.

Good communicators stay current with changing
technologies, whether that's new hardware (such as handheld
devices) or new software (such as social media apps).

In this book, we'll focus on contemporary word processing and
editing technology, especially Microsoft Word, which is an
extremely popular and very effective program, available for
both Apple and Windows computers. Google Docs, which is
popular with students, is not used nearly as much in
professional workplaces. However, many of the functions work
in a similar, albeit simplified way.

In general, students would be wise to cultivate skills with the
MS Office Suite, specifically Word, Excel, and PowerPoint, along
with common calendar apps, email programs, and social
media, especially LinkedIn.

The Big Picture

For now, that's the big picture of communication in the
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professional workplace. Be sensitive to the environment in
which you work, locally and globally. Account for differences
in culture and put the needs of others before yourself. Adapt
to new technology and learn to use it well. Communicate
ethically.

Most of this book will focus on the details of written
communication in today's professional workplace, but never
lose sight of “the big picture.”
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4. The Seven "C"s of
Professional Writing

The seven “C"s are simply seven words that begin with “C” that
characterize strong professional style. Applying the seven “C’s
of professional commmunication will result in writing that can be
described with these strengths:

Clear
Coherent
Concise
Concrete
Correct
Complete
Courteous

CLEAR writing involves knowing what you want to say before
you say it because a lack of clarity often comes from unclear
thinking or poor planning; this, unfortunately, leads to
confused or annoyed readers. Clear writing conveys the
purpose of the document immediately to the reader; it
matches vocabulary to the audience, avoiding jargon and
unnecessary technical or obscure language while, at the
same time, being precise. In clarifying your ideas, ensure that
each sentence conveys one idea and that each paragraph
thoroughly develops one unified concept.

COHERENT writing ensures that the reader can easily follow
your ideas and your train of thought. One idea should lead
logically into the next through the use of transitional words
and phrases, structural markers, planned repetition,
sentences with clear subjects, headings that are clear, and
effective and parallel lists. Writing that lacks coherence often
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sounds “choppy” and ideas seem disconnected or
incomplete. Coherently connecting ideas is like building
bridges between islands of thought so the reader can easily
move from one idea to the next.

CONCISE writing uses the fewest words possible to convey
the most meaning while still maintaining clarity. Avoid
unnecessary padding, awkward phrasing, overuse of “to be”
forms (is, are, was, were, am, be, being), long preposition
strings, vagueness, unnecessary repetition and redundancy.
Use active verbs whenever possible and take the time to
choose a single word rather than a long phrase or cliched
expression. Think of your word count like a budget; be cost
effective by making sure every word you choose does
effective work for you. Cut a word; save a buck! As William
Zinsser asserts, “the secret of good writing is to strip every
sentence to its cleanest c:omponents.”1

CONCRETE writing involves using specific, precise language to
paint a picture for your readers so that they can more easily
understand your ideas. If you have to explain an abstract
concept or idea, try to use examples, analogies, and precise
language to illustrate it. Use measurable descriptors
whenever possible; avoid vague terms such as “big” or
“good.” Try to get your readers to “see” your ideas by using
specific terms and descriptions.

CORRECT writing uses standard English punctuation,
sentence structure, capitalization, spelling, and grammar.
Being correct also means providing accurate information, as
well as using the right document type and form for the task.

COMPLETE writing includes all requested information and

1. W. Zinsser, “Simplicity,” [Online]. Available: http:/www.geo.umass.edu/
faculty/wclement/Writing/zinsser.html
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answers all relevant questions. The more concrete and
specific you are, the more likely your document will be
complete, as well. Review your checklist of specifications
before submitting your document to its intended reader.

COURTEOUS writing entails designing a reader-friendly, easy-
to-read document. It uses tactful language and appropriate
modes of addressing the audience and avoids potentially
offensive terminology and tone. Without courtesy you cannot
be constructive.

In some cases, some of these might come into conflict: what if
being too concise results in a tone that sounds terse or an idea
that seems incomplete? Figure 2.2.1 illustrates one method of
putting all the seven “C"s together.

Plan ahead! Know your Budget your words Adhere to proper Format so that the
purpose and convey wisely; ensure your grammar, punctuation, document is easy to read.
your ideas in a unified writing contains only and document Use appropriate and
manner what's necessary structure tactful language.
mmﬁ Compl

Organize your thoughts Use specific and precise Give all the important

in a logical, structured language, use measurable information and answer

progression descriptors and avoid all the relevant questions

vague language.

Figure 2.2.1 Putting all the seven “C"s together g [Image
description]

Be mindful of the tradeoffs and always give priority to being
clear: writing that lacks clarity cannot be understood and
therefore cannot achieve its purpose. Writing that adheres to

. Figure 2.2.1 created by Alyssa Zicari and Jenna Hildemann; used with
permission
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the seven “C"s helps to establish your credibility as a
professional writer.

Image descriptions

Figure 2.2.1 image description:

A priority list of the seven “C’s.

1. Clear: Plan ahead! Know your purpose and convey your
ideas in a unified manner.

2. Coherent: Organize your thoughts in a logical, structured
progression.

3. Concise: Budget your words wisely; ensure your writing
contains only what's necessary.

4. Concrete: Use specific and precise language; use
measurable descriptors and avoid vague language.

5. Correct: Adhere to proper grammar, punctuation, and
document structure.

6. Complete: Give all the important information and answer
all relevant questions.

7. Courteous: Format so that the document is easy to read.
Use appropriate and tactful language.

[Return to Figure 2.2.1]
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5. Working in Teams

Working in teams is a fundamental skill of today’s professional
workplaces. Whether part of a team of peers, working across
departments, supervising a team, or working across levels in an
organization, teamwork is how organizations achieve results.

Any time you interview for a job, anticipate that you'll be asked
about your teamwork skills and how you approach working
in teams. The skills are that important; organizations want to
make sure the people they hire are going to work well with
others.

Advantages of working in teams

Successful organizations have found that the benefits of
working in teams dramatically outweigh some of the
drawbacks.

More bandwidth: The most obvious benefit of working in
teams is that you have more people to complete the work;
some tasks are too onerous for any one person to take on.

Coordination: Major organizations have a large number of
departments. If your employer decides they want to change
how they communicate financial information to shareholders,
this would require a careful and thoughtful approach involving
multiple departments. Obviously, because you're dealing with
financial information, your accounting and/or finance
department(s) would be involved. There are legal requirements
for communicating with shareholders, so the legal
department, in-house lawyer, or external legal counsel would
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be involved. Also, this is a commmunications task, so somebody
from the investor relations team would be involved, along with
folks from the public relations department, communications,
and perhaps marketing. And, since this is a high-level project,
the CEO or COO might be involved, too. The best way to
coordinate all of these areas is through a cross-functional team,
with one or more representative from every department.

More expertise: With people coming to the team from
different departments and backgrounds, they each bring
different knowledge sets. The team can capitalize on the
knowledge of people from each area to maximize results.

Better buy-in: When one person comes up with a plan, fewer
people will feel committed to that plan. When a team of people
from around an organization work together, liaising with their
own departments and others in the organization, there is
stronger organizational buy-in for the results. When the whole
organization is committed to the team’s work, the process wiill
work better and achieve better results (at least, one hopes).

Better overall performance: The social support and positive
pressure that comes along with teamwork can have important
benefits. Nobody feels that they are alone in their task and
everybody has people they can consult for advice. Most
importantly, perhaps, the sharing of ideas naturally leads to the
best ideas being advanced, with opportunities for all to provide
advice, corrections, and additions to whatever the team is
working on.

Disadvantages of working in teams

Unfortunately, not every part of teamwork is a happy utopia.
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There are several problems—all of which can be pre-empted or
solved—that can crop up in team settings.

Free riders: In schools, these folks are sometimes called
“slackers.” Free riders attempt to gain all the benefit of the
team’'s work with no meaningful effort or contribution.
Amazingly, these people exist in professional workplaces, but
they are less likely to earn promotions or the respect of their
peers. In school settings, these folks may achieve some short-
term benefit from their behaviour, but they will learn less, have
more difficulty finding people who will work with them, and
usually end up with lower grades in the end (if they even pass
their courses). Taking a free-riding approach in school also sets
a bad pattern for professional work; future employers and co-
workers notice such behaviour and regret hiring such people.

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https:/pressbooks.bccampus.cq,

communicating/?p=672#ocembed-1

Halo effect: Sometimes, there is a senior manager or star
performer in a team—or perhaps merely a person everybody
thinks is a star performer—whose ideas sound really good—or
perhaps whose ideas nobody is willing to challenge because of
their status. This is known as the halo effect. When this person
speaks, everybody simply goes along with what they say; that's
not healthy for an organization or the decision-making process.
Even the most high-ranking, senior person with the best track
record can make mistakes or make problematic suggestions.
Teams need to be mindful of this issue and always judge ideas
on their merits, not on who's ideas they are.
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Horn effect: The reverse of the halo effect is the horn effect.
Here, there's a person whose ideas aren't taken seriously by the
team, no matter how good the ideas are. This person may have
made mistakes in the past or may be the newest person to the
organization or may simply be unpopular. However, their ideas
need to be considered on their merits, too.

Groupthink: If the horn effect and halo effect aren’t impeding
the team’s thinking, your team may yet suffer from groupthink.
This occurs when teamm members are afraid that putting
forward different ideas than those the team is currently
adopting may cause conflict. Instead of challenging ideas, they
“go along to get along” and nobody challenges ideas that may
need to be challenged.

Coordination: Yes, coordination is one of the major benefits
of working in teams, but it is also time consuming! A busy
team can generate an enormous amount of email traffic. Also,
coordinating schedules can be extremely difficult; every time
you add a team member, that's another schedule that needs to
be coordinated.

Successful Teamwork Processes

Good teams don't magically sparkle into existence; they need a
shared commitment to a good teamwork process.

The most important part of successful teamwork is active
communication. As soon as you know who's in your team,
exchange contact information and work out when your
schedules mesh. Schedule your first meeting immediately, as
that is often a time-consuming process that can cause
unnecessary delays.

Active communication also means agreeing on how you'll

Working in Teams | 26



communicate, such as by email, text message, or social media
messaging platform. Whatever you agree on, check those
messages at least daily. Never let somebody in your team go
without a response more than a day. If you see a message,
respond, even if only to acknowledge. Teams that go silent
suffer.

Make sure you all understand the project you're working on
and clearly set the quality benchmarks you want to achieve. Set
goals and work towards those goals.

Plan your workload and keep notes of everything you agree
to. Choose a place to share documents (students frequently
choose Google Docs) and keep a schedule with the agreed-
upon tasks, due dates, and responsibilities. Note timing points
for checking in on the team’s progress.

When scheduling, build internal due dates into your workflow;
these are due dates that only your team knows about and that
you set in advance of external due dates, which is when your
work is actually due. Tip: always plan to finish your team’s
work at least two days before it is due. Planning on finishing
your work the day it is due is extremely risky and stressful.
Doing so also reduces your opportunity for quality control.

Also consider establishing roles for different people in the
team. Somebody may be the most organized; they're a good
person for coordinating the flow of information, but they can't
be in charge of the whole project. You need somebody who is
going to take the lead on task completion, making sure that
everybody is hitting their targets. You may also need somebody
to take the lead on research work, document design,
presentation planning, and/or other necessary tasks.

Take a look at this excellent video from the University of British
Columbia about how to succeed in teams.
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@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https:/pressbooks.bccampus.cq,

communicating/?p=672#ocembed-2
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©. The 15 Punctuation
Marks

Fairly or unfairly, much of your professional writing will be
judged based on how well it is written. Errors in punctuation
stand out to many readers and suggest a lack of attention
to detail or insufficient proofreading and internal document
control. As such, this book places a heavy emphasis on being
able to correctly use the 15 most common punctuation marks.

Let's take a look at them one by one.
. (period)

Pretty much everybody has mastered this one, except when it
comes into contact with quotation marks. Some folks call it a
“full stop,” but the term used in North America is a “period.”
Also, note that the commmon practice is now to have only one
space after a period.

" (double quotation mark)

Yes, the problem | see here most is that some people put the
periods outside the quotation marks. Believe it or not, periods
land inside quotation marks with one exception: when there's
a citation after the quote, in which case the period would land
after the citation. Here are two examples.

Sam said that “the period lands inside the quotation
marks.”

For in-text citations, the Purdue Online Writing Lab
directs writers to “include the author, year of publication,
and page number for the reference” (n.d., para. 8).
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Commas also land inside quotation marks, except when there's
a citation. Interestingly, colons and semicolons always land
outside the quotation marks.

With question marks and exclamation marks, there's a logic
to it; if the question mark or exclamation mark is part of the
quote, then it belongs inside the quotation marks. If not, it
lands outside the quotation marks.

One sentence-ending punctuation mark lands at the end of a
guote. Never include two, such as a question mark and then a
period.

If you're wondering why periods and commas land inside
guotation marks, | wish | could tell you there's some logic to it,
but there's no logic; it's simply the rule in North America. | don't
like telling students “that’s just the way it is,” but sometimes,
well, that’s just the way it is.

‘ (single quotation mark)

This is a very rarely used quotation mark; it is only for quotes
within other quotes. That is, you're quoting one person who,
in their comments, was quoting another person. Here's an
example.

Carlos said, “my favourite quote is ‘an eye for an eye
leaves the whole world blind, which was said by
Mohandas Gandhi.”

That's the only time you ever need to use single quotation
marks ever again. The rest of the time it's double quotation
marks all the way.

Students educated in Australia, Britain, or an education system
created by British instructors (e.g., India) may have been
trained to use single quotation marks much more often.
Beware! Single quotation marks are barely used in North
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American English. (Some folks continue to use them, especially
in novels, but they're taking stylistic license.)

? (question mark) and ! (exclamation mark)

These characters are pretty easy, too. We've already mentioned
the one exception about when they go inside or outside of
guotation marks. One point | will make is that the exclamation
mark is virtually unused in professional writing. There simply
aren't that many times when it is justified by the text. | really
wouldn't be surprised if they were entirely a relic of the past in
20-50 years.

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https:/pressbooks.bccampus.cq,

communicating/?p=43#ocembed-1

‘ (apostrophe)

This looks just like a single quotation mark and is often the
same key on the keyboard; however, this is a totally different
punctuation mark. It is sometimes called an “inverted comma,”
but this term isn't used much in North America.

| should also say that, at the post-secondary level, you should
100% master this punctuation mark.

Now.
For real.

This punctuation mark has two purposes: showing possession
or showing omission of letters. This punctuation mark does
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not indicate plurals (though, of course, plurals can have
possession).

Fair or unfair, apostrophe errors are a red flag in the
professional world for a low level of professional diligence. If you
have apostrophe errors, they will be the first to be detected and
they will demonstrate that you didn't have anybody else look at
your work before considering it complete.

So, enjoy this Oatmeal article about when to use apostrophes:
http:/thecatmeal.com/comics/apostrophe.

; (semicolon) and : (colon)

Here's a mind-blowing revelation: semicolons are easier to use
than commas.

Jennifer Lawrence: Mind Blown

Commas are much more difficult to use, but most people are
more comfortable using them.

The rules on semicolons are relatively simple. Here's a video
that provides an overview:

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https:/pressbooks.bccampus.cq,

communicating/?p=43#ocembed-2

Link to Original Video: tinyurl.com/semicolorules

Semicolons are used to link ideas when something stronger
than a comma is needed. A semicolon has three main
functions. Here are the first two:
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Semicolon Rule #1

Use a semicolon to join closely related independent
clauses into one sentence:

If the two independent clauses are closely related in content,
then a semicolon may be appropriate.

Here is an example:

Scott was impatient to get married; Sharon
wanted to wait until they were financially
secure.

The subject in both sentences are both strongly related;
indeed, in this case, they are engaged!

Semicolon Rule #2

Use a semicolon to link two sentences joined by a
transition word (such as however, therefore, finally, or
moreover)
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Transition words are a great way to connect your sentences.
Here is an example:

Canadian History is a rather dull class; however, it is
a requirement for the elementary education
program.

You may have noticed that in both examples above, a
semicolon works the same way a period does. If you could put
a period there, then you can put a semicolon there—as long as
both sentences are related. The semicolon simply connects the
ideas more closely as part of one key idea and makes the pause
between them a little shorter.

The main rule you must remember is that if you use a
semicolon in this way, the clauses on either side of the
semicolon must be complete sentences. You cannot use a
semicolon to introduce a phrase or fragment.

Complete sentence; complete sentence.

Also remember that you cannot simply use a comma instead
of a semicolon to link the two clauses; doing so would result in
a comma splice.

Semicolon Rule #3

Use a semicolon to separate items in a complex list
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where one or more of the items have internal
punctuation

Take a look at this sentence:

After travelling the world extensively, | consider my
favourite places to be Paris, France, Copenhagen,
Denmark, Vienna, Austria, Kyoto, Japan, Dubai, UAE,
and New York, USA.

Was it hard to read at all? It probably was because not
everybody will know which of those places are cities and which
are countries. They're grouped together, but it's confusing to
read. This is where the third function of the semicolon comes
in.

Here's a correct example:

After travelling the world extensively, | consider my
favourite places to be Paris, France; Copenhagen,
Denmark; Vienna, Austria; Kyoto, Japan; Dubai, UAE;
and New York, USA.

In this case, the semicolon separates long, complex list items
that contain commas within them. Without the semicolon, we
have a complicated sentence that is difficult to read. In this
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usage, the semicolon is sometimes known as a “super comma.”
(Personally, | avoid this usage if | can.)

As with the semicolon, a colon is another type of punctuation
that confuses a lot of people. Thankfully, it serves a simple
purpose. Here is a video to review its use:

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https./pressbooks.bccampus.ca

communicating/?p=43#ocembed-4

Link to Original Video: tinyurl.com/linkingcolon

COLON RULE

Use a colon to introduce amplification in the form of an
example, explanation, quotation, summary, or list.

Keep in mind that when correctly used, colons are only placed
where the sentence could come to a complete stop (i.e, you
could put a period there instead).

The hurricane lashed the coastal community:
Amplification within two hours, every tree on the waterfront had
been blown down.

The tour guide quoted Gerald Durrell's opinion of
pandas: “They are vile beasts who eat far too many
leaves.”

Example or
definition

Today we examined two geographical areas: the

Lt Nile and the Amazon.
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Remember that when introducing a list, example/definition,
or guotation with a colon, whatever comes before the colon
should be a complete sentence. You should not write
something like this:

Today we examined: x

Three important objectives we must consider
are: X

If these clauses cannot end in a period, they should not end in
a colon. Whatever comes after the colon can be a fragment or
list; it does not have to be a complete sentence.

, (comma)

This is by far the most difficult punctuation mark to master.
However, if you start following what I'm saying above about
dependent clauses and independent clauses, you'll see that a
lot of them are joined by a comma.

In elementary school, you were told that a comma represents
“a pause.” That's what they told you because they didn't think
they could explain the difference between an independent
clause and a dependent clause. But, now that you're the post-
secondary level, you're ready.

Commas are frequently used in lists, such as “the French flag is
red, white, and blue.” That's pretty easy.

The tricky part is being able to join an independent clause and
a dependent clause and identifying when that is happening.

“l walked to the store.”
That's an independent clause; it can stand as its own sentence.

“despite knowing it was probably closed.”
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That's a dependent clause; it cannot stand as its own sentence.
| can join them with a comma, though.

“I walked to the store, despite knowing it was probably
closed.”

That comma isn't a pause. It's joining those two clauses and
showing a relationship. If reading aloud, you would probably
have a brief pause there, but that's a side effect of a comma,
not the purpose of a comma.

Stop thinking of a comma as a pause and start thinking about
it as a tool. (To see what erroneously happens when certain
actors treat a pause as a need for a comma, look here:
https:/pbstwimg.com/media/

CsZnEhEWAAAxfsd?format=jpg&name=small.) It is widely
misused and often omitted, but commmas are necessary to show

relationships in sentences.
Commas can also be used like parentheses.

“I was going to the grocery store, list in hand, to buy ice
cream, strawberries, and chocolate syrup.”

If | cut “list in hand” from the sentence, the commas on either
side are not needed. (The rest of the text constitutes a complete
sentence.) One of my students once told me that she called
that a “drop in” clause; | love that term and still teach it today.
Technically, those are called parenthetical commas, though.

Those are the three main uses for commas: lists, parenthetical
clauses, and joining dependent clauses to other parts of
sentences.

The article “Comma Quirk Irks Rogers” provides an example

of how a punctuation error can have real world costs and
consequences. One comma error in a 10-page contract cost
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Rogers Communication $2 million dollars (Robertson, 2016). If
you need further evidence, read about the case of the trucker's
comma that went all the way to the supreme court, resulting in
a $10 million dollar payout (Nast, 2017).

There is some debate about whether to place a comma before
the “and” used before the final listed item. This comma,
referred to as the Oxford Comma since it is required by Oxford
University Press, is optional in many situations. For an optional
piece of punctuation, the Oxford Comma has stirred up a
surprising amount of controversy.

Here's a video that explains that controversy, if you're
interested.

@ One or more interactive elements has been
excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https./pressbooks.bccampus.ca

communicating/?p=43#ocembed-3

Link to Original Video: tinyurl.com/oxfordcontr

() (parentheses) and [] (brackets)

Although square brackets can be used as parentheses within
rounded parentheses, they are most often used for replacing
words in quotes to show context.

“I was speaking to [Sam] about punctuation use in
professional writing.”

What this tells the reader is that the text originally read as
follows:
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“I was speaking to him about punctuation use in
professional writing.”

If | leave “him" alone, the reader won't know who I'm talking
about. So, | amend the quote by changing “him” to “Sam” and
putting “Sam” in square brackets to show the amendment to
the quote. This is very common among journalists who ask a
few questions and then decide only to use a quote from a later
guestion. Because, by this time, the person being interviewed
was using pronouns, the journalist has to edit the quote so the
reader knows who the pronouns referred to.

Rounded parentheses are used just as you think: to show
information that is interesting or qualifying, but not critical to
the sentence. They are also used to show citations; the period
at the end of the sentence would follow the parentheses.

- (hyphen)
A hyphen is used to create a compound term.

For example, if two people have recently ended a romantic
relationship, you might say they've gone through a “break-up.”
As a verb, no hyphen would be necessary: “Jane and John are
breaking up.”

However, turning that verb into a compound noun required a
hyphen to show that the two words were being treated as a
single term. This also comes up a lot with adjectives.

You may want to say that a person is detail oriented, but to
do so as an adjective, you would say that they are “a detail-
oriented person.” They aren’t a detail and they aren’'t merely
oriented; the two terms act as one to describe the person.

Hyphens are also used in numbers, such as “twenty-seven,” but
we would almost always write “27" instead, so it doesn’t come
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up too much. (You would only write “Twenty-seven” if it was the
first word of a sentence or a part of a proper noun.)

By the way, there are no spaces on either side of a hyphen; it
touches the letters on each side.

— (dash)

Now, a dash looks like a hyphen and is sometimes formed
by typing two hyphens in a row, but it performs a completely
different task. In many respects, the dash performs a similar
function to parenthetical commas (the “drop in” clause) or for
parentheses.

The dash sets information in the sentence aside for the reader.

“Sam  wrote a lengthy  reading module  about
punctuation—posted well before the first graded quiz—that
helped me understand the 15 punctuation marks.”

Also, as with hyphens, there are no spaces on either side of a
dash. It goes right up to the words on either side.

In terms of weight, | consider parenthetical commas to be the
least disruptive to a sentence, followed by dashes, and then
parentheses. As a writer, you need to choose how severe a
disruption you want. With parentheses, the text is almost
removed from the sentence. With dashes, the text is a strong
aside. With parenthetical commas, the text is almost
seamlessly included in the sentence.

... (ellipses)

These dots indicate that something has been left out of a
sentence.

“The engineer had a number of objections to the plans
as presented: materials, location, local bylaws...and, most
of all, the cost.”
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In the sentence above, I'm showing that there were more
objections, but I've omitted them. Perhaps there were too
many to list or perhaps they were less importan