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30  Usage 
 

Usage, for my part, refers to anything that doesn’t fit into the other categories but 
still bugs me:  similar words, confusing words, misused words, invented words.  
I’ve narrowed the list down to a handful of items, although I could go on and on.  
The older I get, the crankier I get.  And I’m getting older as I type this. 
 
For lack of a better organization, I’ll go alphabetically.  
 
A lot—A lot is a perfectly acceptable phrase in informal writing.  It’s slangy.  
It’s intimate.  It’s funny.  And in formal writing, it’s wrong.  Instead of I have a lot 
of love for Mrs. Slagel, write 
 

I have much love for Mrs. Slagel. 
 

Instead of I think of her a lot and swoon, write 
 

I think of her often and swoon. 
	
By	the	way,	if	you	think	of	Mrs.	Slagel	often	and	swoon,	we	need	to	have	a	talk.	
	

 
 
Odell spends a lot of time on the 
beach pondering life’s 
complexities.  Odell spends much 
time on the beach pondering life’s 
complexities.  The first one is 
slang.  The second one is formal.   
 
Both are lies. 
 
 

 
 
A part and Apart—A part is a noun meaning a piece or segment.  Apart is 
an adverb meaning separate or detached. 
 

A part of me wishes my wife and I didn’t have to spend this period apart,  
but my class is full, and she already knows the difference  

between “a part” and “apart.” 
 
Abbreviated words—We live in a fast-paced society.  We’re impatient.  
We don’t have a well-reasoned opinion; we have IMO.  We don’t enjoy a good 
sustained belly-laugh.  We LOL.  Or if we are overcome with mirth, we LMFAO.  
Little smiling emoticons pass for sincere compassion and joy.  WTF is up with 
that? 
 
Beyond the obvious texting crap that is destroying both our language and our 
ability to develop an intelligent or sincere thought (Ooops.  Was that 
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judgmental?), we incorporate abbreviated words into our formal writing, and 
we shouldn’t.  In the most formal writing, we don’t discuss the quote; we discuss 
the quotation.  We don’t have faves; we have favorites.  We don’t go to the gym; we 
go to the gymnasium.  We don’t take a photo; we take a photograph.   
 

To paraphrase my favorite quotation from Hamlet, one should never take 
photographs of himself in the gymnasium locker room’s full-length mirror, 
advice that the morons at the Kaneohe 24-Hour Fitness Center should heed. 

 
Affect and Effect—Affect is a verb meaning influence.  Effect is a noun 
meaning result. 
 

Eating the fruits of victory before a meal can affect one’s appetite. 
 

Eating the fruits of victory can have an effect on one’s appetite. 
 

Occasionally, effect can be a verb meaning bring about. 
 

Eating the fruits of victory effected an appetite loss. 
 

All right and Alright—All right means completely okay and should be 
written as two words; alright, like an affordable rail system for O’ahu, doesn’t 
exist.  Maybe in a perfect future world, this will change.  Don’t write It isn’t 
alright to write “alright.”  Instead, write 
 

It isn’t all right to write “alright.” 
 

At and To—In formal writing, don’t end questions with these unnecessary 
words.  Technically, you’re ending the clause with a preposition.  Less 
technically, you’re bugging me and upsetting Hobs. 
 

Where is the nasty Rottweiler at? 
Better:  Where is the nasty Rottweiler? 

 
Where is Hobs taking her stick to? 

Better:  Where is Hobs taking her stick? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hobs, by the way, is taking her 
stick over to hide behind Dad 
because the nasty Rottweiler is in 
front of our house.  Good girl, 
Hobs. 
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Bring and Take—Bring means to transport from a distant place to a closer 
one.  Take means to transport from a nearby place to a more distant one. 
 

Take this laulau with you to college. 
 

In return, please bring me back lots of Philly cheese steaks. 
 
Can and May—Can refers to having the ability; may refers to having 
permission.  Getting back to the old elementary teacher joke, when she answers 
your innocent question of “Can I go to the bathroom?” with “I don’t know, can 
you?” she’s questioning your physiology.  Answer her back with a colon joke—
fight grammar with grammar. 
 

I’m proud of Odell—he can eat three times his body weight. 
 

As a reward for his eating three times his body weight,  
 

Mrs. Slagel told Odell he may go to the beach. 
 

Comparative and Superlative—Use the comparative form (-er, 
less, more) when comparing two things and the superlative form (-est, least, most) 
when comparing three or more.  With the comparative, we use between.  With 
superlatives, we use among.  If you’re talking to somebody raised in 16th century 
England, you can use betwixt and amongst. 
 

Between Simon and Garfunkle, Garfunkle has the bigger forehead. 
 

Among the classes, 2017 has the most seniors. 
 

Verily I say, amongst the lute players, thou art the finest e’er I heard. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hastings is superlative.  He’s the bravest.  
He’s the least timid.  Hazardous cliffs?  
Bring it on.  His middle name is “Danger.” 
 
Okay, I made all of that up.  Hastings is 
scared of lint, and we never gave him a 
middle name.  He can’t remember his 
first name. 
 
It’s Hastings, by the way. 
 
I’m sorry I brought this up. 
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Due to the fact that—This phrase is problematic for two reasons.  First, 
it’s wordy.  Because or since serves the purpose more cleanly.  Second, the fact is 
often an opinion.  It would be wrong for me to write Due to the fact that I’ve raised 
the two gentlest dogs in the world, I should be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.  It’s 
wordy.  The degree of gentleness is subjective; it’s not a fact.  Instead, I should 
write 
 

Because I’ve raised the two gentlest dogs in the world, 
I should be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 

 
That’s true, by the way.  I should.  And we could use the bucks. 
 
Some  folks distinguish between because and since.  Technically, since establishes a 
temporal relationship, and because creates cause and effect.  Elvis sings 
 

Since my baby left, I found a new place to dwell. 
 
Emily Dickinson writes 
 

Because I could not stop for death, it kindly stopped for me. 
 
You might want to make the distinction in the most formal of your formal 
writing.  There are some wacko grammar freaks out there. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Elvis also sang, “You ain’t nothing 
but a hound dog.”  That one 
makes Hobs swoon. 
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Farther and Further—Author and hippie guru Ken Kesey once said, 
“Farther is a destination; further is a bus.”  He was no doubt tripping on acid 
when he said it, but his point is a good one.  Use farther to refer to physical 
distance and further for time or degree. 
 

The school’s dress code restrictions go further  
than many prisons’ regulations do. 

 
The farther I walk from Smith Basement, the less I hear of Hastings’ howling. 

 
Good and Well/Bad and Badly—Good is an adjective meaning 
okay or not bad.  Well is usually an adverb meaning in a capable manner.  
 

Kamehameha used to be a good school; now it’s a kula maika’i. 
 

We still teach English pretty well. 
 
Well can also be an adjective, meaning in good health.  If someone asks you how 
you’re doing, you might respond 
 

I am well.  I am good. 
 

The first response means you’re healthy.  The second might mean you’re in a 
good place in your life.  Or that you’re a good person.  A little cocky, aren’t we? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Odell is good.  Odell is well.   
 
Odell is good and well and happy and 
relaxed and wise and warm and maybe a 
little giddy with drink and gentle and 
patient and peaceful and loving and sweet 
and thoughtful and kind and beatific and 
wonderful. 
 
 
Mostly, Odell is good. 
 
Bad is an adjective; badly is an adverb.  If you write, I feel badly for you, you’re 
essentially saying I have no sense of touch, so when I touch you, I can’t tell if you’re 
there or not.  Instead, write 

I feel bad for you. 
 
Got—Got is a word, though not a very vibrant one.  It just sort of sits there in 
the predicate, like a small lump of letters.  It’s inert.  It’s easy to ignore.  Got is the 
basset hound of the diction kennel. 
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Got is the past tense of get, a weak action transitive verb meaning to receive, 
acquire, catch, or understand. 
 

Sitting semi-naked in the back row, Winona got the pink slip from the office. 
 

Better:  Sitting semi-naked in back row, Winona received the pink slip from the 
office. 

 
Best:  Winona put some clothes on. 

 
Casually, got has come to combine with has or have to mean must. 
 

The kitten has got to come to grips with being fluffy. 
 

Better:  The kitten has to come to grips with being fluffy. 
 

Best:  The kitten must come to grips with being fluffy. 
 
In formal writing, replace got with a more descriptive, precise word and don’t 
combine got with has or have. 
 

 
 

I read a bumper sticker a few years ago:  “Got Milk?”   
Then came the “Got Zen?”  “Got Wine?”  “Got Poi?” 

 
Hastings wants to know, “Got Mudd Dog?”  If not, 

 they’re open today at 11:30. 
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Imply and Infer—Imply means to suggest, and infer means to draw the 
conclusion.  I can draw an inference from your implication. 
 

Noting that Hastings often forgets to swim when he’s in the water,  
Lahela implied that my boy was stupid. 

 
Your pronouncing “Kamehameha” as “kami-kami-ha-ha-ha” leads me to infer  

that you’re a new invitee. 
 

Its and It’s—Its is the possessive form of it; it’s is the contraction of it is or it has.  
Its’, by the way, isn’t a word.  Neither is irregardless, but who asked? 
 
It’s a shame that the terminal bus lost its steering wheel halfway down the hill. 

 
Lead, Led, and Lead—Lead (pronounced leed) is a verb meaning to guide.  
Led (pronounced led) is the past tense of lead (pronounced leed).  Lead (pronounced 
led) is a noun meaning graphite.  This is confusing (pronounced kon-fuse-ing). 
 

Writing about the lead in the play, Pinky broke the lead in his pencil,  
so I led him to the store to buy a pen. 

 
Lie and lay—In the present tense, lay means to put or to place something.  
Lay is transitive; it always takes a direct object.  Lie means to recline.  Lie is 
intransitive; it never takes a direct object.  The whole thing would be easy except 
that the past tense of lie is lay.   Yikes.  

Odell lays his paws on the table. 
Yesterday, Odell laid his paws on the table. 

All week, Odell has laid his paws on the table. 
 

Odell lies on the beach. 
Yesterday, Odell lay on the beach. 

All week, Odell has lain on the beach. 
 

Number issues (Amount/Number, Less/Fewer, Much/Many)—
Nouns generally fall into two categories, those that can be counted (plural) and 
those that can’t (singular).  It sounds simple, but for some reason, this is a huge 
problem in Hawaii and grocery stores.  Let me explain.  These words should be 
associated with singular entities, things you can’t count:  amount, less, and much.  
Nature, for example, is a singular entity. 
 

The amount of nature in my classroom astounds me. 
 

Much of the nature takes the form of cockroaches and ants. 
 

You will find less nature in my room than, say, in Africa. 
 

These words should be associated with plural entities, things you can count:  
number, fewer, and many.  Critters, for instance, is plural. 
 

The number of critters in my classroom astounds me. 
 

Many of the critters take the form of cockroaches and ants. 
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You will find fewer critters in my room than in, say, Africa. 

 
Note that number, even though associated with plural entities, is itself singular 
and takes a singular predicate. 
 

The number of basset hounds entered in the Triathlon isn’t that impressive. 
 

Also note that every store in the world with a sign saying This Lane For Nine Items 
or Less is wrong.  Feel free to get into that line with whatever you have.  We don’t 
respect the rules of illiterate stores.  Let the revolution begin.  Ku!  Ku Kanaka! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hobs likes to spend time 
among her people.  There are 
too many to be “between.” 
 
Hobs has lots of people.  
 
 
Past and Passed—Here’s a fun word:  Homonym.  It sounds like a 
sacred song about gay people; actually, homonyms are two different words, with 
different meanings, pronounced the same, like past (the time before now) and 
passed (the past ((the time before now)) tense of pass).  It would actually be easier if 
homonym did mean a sacred song about gay people. 
 

In a past life, Odell passed the bar exam in California  
and prosecuted gangsta cats. 

 
Possessives and Plurals—Generally speaking, we add an -‘s to make 
singular words possessive.   
 

the surfboard’s shape                 the sophomore’s confusion 
 

If the singular word ends in an -s, we add an apostrophe or -‘s to create the 
possessive. 
 

Jesus’ beard         or          Jesus’s beard 
 

We usually make a singular noun plural by adding an -s or -es.  Basset becomes 
bassets.  Bus becomes buses.  Because English is a bastard language, there are 
many exceptions.  Fish becomes fish.  Person becomes people.  Louse becomes lice.  
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Mongoose becomes mongooses or mongeese, although we prefer na mongoose.  We 
are, after all, kula Hawaii. 
 
If the plural word ends in -s, we add an apostrophe to make it possessive. 
 

the Slagels’ marriage              the Joneses’ home 
 
 
If the plural doesn’t end in -s, we add -‘s to create the possessive. 
 

freshmen’s attitude          mice’s cheese 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Odell is confused by the “She She’s” sign.   
If She She’s is plural, why the 
apostrophe?  If it’s possessive, what can 
urine own? 
 
If it’s a command, Odell’s willing to 
overlook the grammatical flaw and go 
with it.   
 
Now that he thinks about it, he sort of 
has to she she. 
 
Excuse us for a moment. 

 
I’ve occasionally seen signs on restroom doors that read MENS or WOMENS’.  
Don’t fall for it.  It’s a trick.  Just find a dark corner.  That’s what Odell does. 
 
 
Quotation marks—Okay, maybe this is an awkward time to bring this 
up, but how American are you?  For those of you pledging your allegiance to 
Australia or England, this next segment doesn’t apply to you.  They have 
different rules for quotation marks.  They also spell color funny.  Colour.  For the 
independent nation of Hawaii—well, I’m not sure where na kanaka maoli stand 
on this.  You probably have bigger issues than quotation marks to deal with.  
Good luck, my friends. 
 
But in America, regardless of political leanings, here are the rules regarding 
quotation marks.  Mostly, you put them around quotations.  Generally speaking, 
commas and periods exist inside the closing quotation mark. 
 

Offstage, before the second scene, Hamlet said to Laertes,  
“That ghost is starting to freak me out.” 
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While I believe Kahu when he says, “We are a Hawaiian school,”  
I’m still concerned about our reliance on the introduced concept  

of a Christian God that calls our students heathens. 
	
 
Here’s where it gets a little funky:  questions.  If the quotation is part of a larger 
question involving the quotation, the quotation marks go outside the 
punctuation. 
 

What do you mean by “Gather ye rosebuds while ye may”? 
 
If the quotation is a question, the question mark is inside the closing quotation 
marks. 
 
When King Kamehameha asked Captain Cook, “What the hell is going on here?”,  
the Lono-like explorer was impressed with the ruler’s command of a language he 

had only encountered a few moments before. 
 
Hey, did you notice how I put a question mark and a comma on that last one?  
That’s because the question mark ends the quotation, and the comma separates 
the introductory adverb clause from the independent clause. 
 
Here’s another tidbit—you put the quotation mark inside a semi-colon or colon.  
Why?  Because it looks stupid if you don’t. 
 

I’ve often wondered what the police meant by “Stop or I’ll shoot”; 
then one day they fired a warning shot through my kidney and I understood. 

 
Beyond quotations, you use quotation marks to indicate short artistic works—
poems, short stories, articles, chapters, song titles.  You underline or italicize 
longer works—novels, plays. 
 
You also use quotation marks (or italics) to highlight a word or letter being 
referenced as the word or letter. 
 

“Gullible” isn’t a word; look it up in the dictionary. 
 

Better:  Gullible isn’t a word; look it up in the dictionary. 
 

Hastings puts too many “l’s” in “Odell.” 
 

Better:  Hastings puts too many l’s in Odell. 
 
Do NOT use quotation marks with foreign words; instead, opt for italics. 
 
When Jean-Claude bid adieu to Hawaii, he lost a part of his heart to Waimea and 

his wallet to a couple of punks in Kalihi. 
 
Some view the adjective foreign as pejorative.  UC-Berkeley’s requirement is for a 
Language Other Than English, as opposed to a foreign or even second language. The 
nationality of Hawaiian words, like everything else here, is political.  Hawaii is 
an official state language, and the state is officially part of America.  If you feel 
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strongly that the United States is occupying the island illegally, then English is 
the foreign language and you would italicize every English word.  Yikes. 
 
I suppose the answer, like so many answers when it comes to writing, lies in 
knowing your audience. 
 
For a college essay aimed at a mainland university, 
 

My kupuna, with the wisdom of her years, shared her mana’o with me. 
 
For an article in Ka Mo’i, 
 

My kupuna, with the wisdom of her years, shared her mana’o with me. 
 
For a letter to the Ku’e Club, 
 

My kupuna, with the wisdom of her years, shared her mana’o with me. 
 
Finally, you might be tempted to use quotation marks to indicate a word you’re 
using ironically. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The “truth” of the matter 
is that Slagel, while 

“technically” a “teacher,”  
couldn’t “teach” a basset 

how to nap. 
 
 
Stop it.  Don’t do that.  It irritates me, and after I’m gone, it’ll irritate everyone 
else.  If you feel compelled to highlight your sarcasm, use italics.  If you have 
enough stones to let your wit stand on its own, then let it stand.  Wit scoffs at 
punctuation. 
 
They’re, Their, and There—They’re is the contraction for they are; 
their is the possessive case of they; there is everything else.  Gertrude Stein, when 
asked how she liked Oakland, once said, “There isn’t any there there.”  I’m pretty 
sure it was an insult. 
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The Boys are moseying to the beach, but they’re taking their time getting 

there. 
 
For those of you thinking of becoming a 19th-century New England whaler, thar 
is old sailor talk for there. 

Thar she blows! 
 
Unique—A bumper-sticker on my wall reads You’re unique, just like everyone 
else.  Ironic, yes?  Unique means unlike anyone or anything else.  By definition, each 
individual is unique.  If you were to write The Hawaiian culture is really unique, I’d 
respond Duh!  You need to elaborate on the unique feature.  Also, unique requires 
no intensifier (completely, really, totally).  Something cannot be partly unique.  
Instead, write 
 
Perhaps the Hawaiian culture is unique in that two of its most salient strengths—
hospitality and the quest for knowledge—left the people somewhat vulnerable to 

more ruthless, invasive cultures, in a sense becoming weaknesses. 
 
I don’t like unique.  It’s over-used.  Every Commencement speech points out how 
unique the graduating class is.  Want to know what would be unique?  A 
Commencement speech that didn’t use the word unique. 
 
Your and You’re—Your is the possessive case of you; you’re is the 
contraction of you are.  I don’t know what the hell UR is.  I suspect it’s computer-
speak for you are. 
 

Look, I don’t care what you’re doing with your goofy computer lingo  
on the internet.   

It’s your business; well, yours and Kamehameha’s internet police,  
who are watching as you’re reading this right now. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
That’s about it.  That’s the 
English language.  The Boys 
invite you to CREATE and 
EXPLORE. 
 
Or nap.  You can’t go wrong 
with napping.  That CREATE 
and EXPLORE stuff will always 
be there. 
 
Take five.  


