                                        Mechanics of Writing

A clear and robust understanding of the mechanics of writing is a critical part of the process of acquiring writing skills. An appreciable knowledge and understanding of grammatical rules go together with writing skills in helping the reader to get the message being passed across in a written material. Meaningful learning cannot be achieved when the reader does not possess the requisite understanding of the mechanics of writing. Some of the mechanics of writing are: punctuation, capitalisation, compounding (compound words), abbreviation/acronym and idioms. Meaning can easily be lost or misconstrued due to a writer/reader’s lack of a good grasp of the mechanics of writing. To underscore this point, let us consider the pivotal role which punctuation plays in how we make meaning out of written words, by considering a classroom encounter between a professor and his students. 

An English professor in an American college wrote the words: “a woman without her man is nothing” on the board and asked his students to punctuate them. The class, made up of a good mix of male and female students, arrived at different conclusions from the exercise. 
All the male students in the class wrote: “A woman, without her man, is nothing”. 
All the female students in the class wrote: “A woman: without her, man is nothing.” 

As funny and as compellingly creative as both sentences appear, they point at what had been said earlier about the importance which an understanding of grammatical rules and writing skills constitute to meaning-making in language. It is obvious that the two distinct sentences produced from the professor’s original sentence are a product of not only gender division in the society, but also of how the application of certain mechanics of writing can clear the cloud of ambiguity in language, and signpost meanings. Let us consider two of the writing mechanics which have proved decisive in meaning construction in the example above. 

1. Capitalisation:  A careful look reveals that capitalisation was not deployed in the professor’s original sentence. To make meaning possible, the two groups decidedly employed this mechanics of writing so that meaning can be achieved. 

2. Punctuation marks: The three sentences show why the appropriate understanding of punctuation and its usage are crucial to how a writer/reader can arrive at meaning in English language. The use of punctuation marks such as full stop, comma, and colon decided the two different meanings which the original sentence morphed into at the end.

Therefore as a writer/reader, one cannot wave aside or downplay the usefulness of writing mechanics to meaning construction in English language. 

From the foregoing, mechanics of writing can be said to refer to a collective term, used to describe the technical aspects of writing such as punctuation, capitalisation, spelling, abbreviations, numbers, etc.

Punctuation Mark

Punctuation marks can be likened to signposts which guide a traveller on a journey into uncharted territory. Writers use them to direct their readers on the way a sentence is going. To make the meaning of a sentence absolutely clear, punctuation marks must be called into service. The punctuation mark is a mechanic of writing which does not give room for ambiguity in sentence making and meaning construction. For example, let’s consider the sentence: 

Let’s eat Grandma. 

A message such as this, scribbled on a note pad and slipped under the door to an eighty year old woman, who is home alone with a group of mischievous grandchildren without the necessary punctuation, might put the fear of God in the wiry old woman that those children are about to make a feast of her. Whereas the note is without mischievous intent neither is it a plan to commit the crime of cannibalism. It is only a desperate call from some hungry children inviting their grandma to the lunch table.  The ambiguity is clearly as a result of the failure of the writer to deploy the appropriate punctuation mark. 
If the writer had used the appropriate punctuation mark, the statement would have read:

Let’s eat, Grandma.

Therefore understanding the value of punctuation mark(s) is at the core of meaning construction for both the writer and reader. 

Punctuation marks include: 

1. The full stop or period [.]

The full stop or period is usually used to show the end of a sentence. It is considered to be a pause or separation which signifies that the author’s thought has been fully expressed. It is also used to mark the end of declarative statements, entreaties and some commands.
However, this is not all that the full stop does as it can also be used for other functions such as:
(a) To indicate time and sums. E.g. ₦500.00; 4.00 am/pm; 1.2 billion 

(b) To show the initials of a person. E.g. Dr. A.J. Ademowo, J.O.K. Ajayi 

(c) To indicate abbreviations. E.g. W.H.O, R.S.V.P, A.S.A.P, etc. 
NOTE: It is important to categorically state here that it is not compulsory for all abbreviated names to take the full stop. Many popular acronyms/abbreviations such as USA, UK, UI, ABU, OAU can be used without the inclusion of full stop. 

2. Comma [ , ] 

The comma is generally acknowledged as one of the most used punctuation marks, but it is also one of the most often ignored or misapplied. It is an internal punctuation mark which indicates a shorter pause or break in thought than the full stop. It facilitates understanding by helping both the writer and reader to break their sentences into manageable units of thoughts. These are some of the uses of comma:
1. To prevent one sentence from running into another. E.g. 
I must confess, you`re beautiful. 

2. To separate items in a series. E.g.

In the interim, she is expected to meet our needs: in the areas of animal husbandry, fish farming, and grain production.

3. To set off words used in direct address. E.g. 
I reminded you, Gbemisola, that you are still my wife.

4. For salutation and closing of letters. E.g.  
Dear Madam, Dear Joseph, Yours sincerely, etc.
5. To set off a question following a statement. E.g. 
She had warned you, didn`t she?  

6. When such words as ‘certainly’ ‘yes’, ‘no’, etc. are used in a sentence, the comma is used after them. E.g. 
Certainly, she is the one. 
No, I can`t make it.

7. When a sentence begins with words such as ‘as soon as’, ‘if’, ‘although’, ‘despite’, ‘before’, ‘while’, etc., a comma should be used before the second part of the sentence is introduced. E.g.
Before you travel to Maiduguri, make sure you see the pastor. 

If I had known she was the one, I could have saved her job. 

8. To avoid ambiguity in language. 

See the example given at the beginning of this chapter about the American professor and his students.  

9. To separate independent clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction -nor, or, and, yet, but, etc. E.g. 
Thieves broke into the house, but they were not successful. 
I gave Ade the materials, yet he failed. 

3. Semi Colon[ ; ] 

The semi colon is used to separate two or more items, phrases, clauses and sentences that are related and are of equal grammatical strength. It is also used to separate the parts of compound sentences, instead of comma and conjunction.
 E.g. Buhari has won the election; Nigeria is finished. 

The sports minister was not satisfied; he had expected a huge crowd. 

4. The  Colon [ : ]  

· The colon is used after a word, phrase, or sentence that introduces a list. E.g. 

I speak four foreign languages: French, Spanish, Italian and German.
New students must have the following writing materials: pen, pencil, rubber and eight exercise books.

· It is used after an opening statement to indicate that an explanation or enumeration follows. E.g.

You have been told so far that: belief in Trinity is central to Christianity, Jesus is the son of God, Holy Spirit is the comforter. 

· It is also used to link two separate sentences. E.g. 
     Owls are nocturnal animals: they are most active in the night. 
· It is used to show time. E.g. 12:30 am 
· It is used between Bible verses. E.g. Matt 1:18

5. Question Mark [?]

· It is used at the end of a direct question. E.g.

     Who do you think you are?

     Where are you from?

     What is your name?
· It is also used to indicate an uncertainty or a doubt in stated facts especially dates of events or birth. When it is used in this manner, it is paced inside parentheses. E.g.                                  
    William Shakespeare died 1689 (?) 


M.K.O Abiola was poisoned (?)  

6. Exclamation Mark [!] 

The exclamation mark is used at the end of a sentence to express such emotions as anger, joy, surprise, pain, disappointment, etc. E.g. 
It`s a goal! 

What a day! 
Oh my God!   

7. Quotation Marks or Inverted Comma [“] 
These are used to enclose a quoted speech i.e. what somebody said verbatim. 
E.g. As soon as he saw us, he shouted “Get out of my house.”
* They are also used to enclose a word/expression which is followed by its definition. E.g. 
“Budget padding” means the illegal additions made to a national budget by unscrupulous persons. 
* They are used to show the title of books, songs, poems, articles, etc. E.g. 
Tuface`s greatest song is “My African Queen.”

“Abiku” is one of Soyinka’s best known poems.

· They are used to enclose words of foreign origin in a sentence. E.g.

Report is gotten from “reportaire”, a French word.

8. Hypen [-]  

· The hypen is used to show a compound word. E.g. 
     Commander-in-Chief, Editor-in-Chief
· It is used to show a compound name. E.g.

     Prof Olumide Olugbemi-Gabriel  

· It is used to divide words into syllables. E.g.

 Il-legal (Illegal); un-feel-ing (unfeeling) 

· It is used to show a life span. E.g. 
Chief Awolowo lived from 1909-89. 

9. Dash [−]  

This is usually longer than the hyphen and it is commonly used to show digression, emphasis or a sudden change in the flow of thought. E.g. 
If you kill him – won`t you face the music? 

My goal in life – to become a successful lawyer. 

10.  Apostrophe [']
· This is used to show a possession i.e. something belongs to a person. E.g. 
     My father`s car; Olu`s pet. 

· It is used also to show a period of time. E.g. 
In a week`s time, we shall visit you again. 

· It is used to show contractions. E.g. 
'Yemi for (Adeyemi); won`t for (will not); didn`t for (did not), etc.
Assignment

Copy and punctuate the sub-text below 

Julius Obi was not a native of Umuru he had come like countless others from some bush village inland having passed his Standard Six in a mission school he had come to Umuru to work as a clerk in the offices of the all powerful European trading company which brought palm kernels at its own price and sold cloth and metalware also at its own price
Some of the beautiful young women you see squeezing through the crowds are like you and me but mammy wota who have their town in the depths of the river she said you can always tell them because they are beautiful with a beauty that is too perfect and too cold

Julius thought about these things as he now stood at the window looking down on the silent empty market who would have believed that the great boisterous market could ever be quenched like this but such was the strength of Kitipka the incarnate power of small pox only he could drive away all those people and leave the market to the flies
(Culled from “The Sacrificial Egg” by Chinua Achebe in The World’s Greatest Short Stories, edited by James Daley)

Capitalisation

Capitalisation refers to the use of capital letter (or uppercase) at the beginning of sentences and certain words in English language. Simply put, it means capitalising proper nouns and any word that begins a sentence. The advent of the internet and the popularity of social media, electronic mail (email) and instant messaging (sms, WhatsApp, 2go, etc.) have been observed to be downplaying the crucial role capital letters play as signifiers of meaning. Many users of these electronic and social media platforms especially the young and upwardly mobile ones, prefer to do away with the conventional and formal writing styles that enforce such rules as capitalisation, in preference for an informal style which is built on short messaging/writing style in which alphabets and abbreviation like ‘kk’ (for ‘okay’) and ‘Lol’ (for ‘Laughing out loud’) are not only used to represent words and sentences but also for meaning construction. Therefore, there is no better time to stress the importance of capitalisation than now when it faces the danger of being eroded by the wave of e-word and popular culture. 
Generally, it has been observed over the years that many students do not know which words to capitalise and which ones to start with small letters especially when faced with names in different forms of writing. Let us consider the example:

We ate plenty turkey in turkey. (Incorrect)

We ate plenty turkey (food) in Turkey (name of a country + noun). [Correct]
There was a march for Buhari in march. (Incorrect)

There was a march (verb) for Buhari in March (month of year + noun). [Correct]
When to use capital letters

· At the beginning of a sentence irrespective of the word. E.g.
I will pay you a visit tomorrow. 
When should I come?

Please note that the rule also apply to quotes within a sentence. E.g. 
           Jonathan asked, “Where do I go from here?”
· A proper noun is the name of a person, place or thing. E.g. 
Prof Alalade is ABUAD’s Director of General Studies. 
The birth place of Eyo masquerade is Lagos. 
· When family relations are used as proper nouns, they are capitalised. E.g. 

My favourite uncle is Uncle Gani. 
Mom, Dad and Aunty Bimpe would be visiting us tomorrow. 
· But when the same family relationships are used as common nouns (not as names), they cannot be capitalised. E.g.

My favourite uncle, Gani is a good man.
         My dad is the best dad in the world. 
Note: In the case above, a possessive pronoun (my, our, her, his) or an article (a, an, the) should be in front of the common noun.

· Such derivatives of proper nouns (verbs, adjectives, etc.) are also capitalised. E.g: Poland is the name of a country in Eastern Europe therefore it is a proper noun. But Poland has such derivatives as Polish (which refer to the people of Poland as well as the language) and Pole (what somebody from Poland is called). E.g.

Polish is the language spoken in Poland; in terms of language, Poles are distinct from other Europeans.
· Pronoun Capitalisation
The personal pronoun ‘I’ must be capitalisd regardless of where it appears or how many times it does in a sentence. E.g. 
Whether you believe me or not, I just told you the truth. 
“I won’t do it” was what I said. 
Will you do it or should I? 

· The names of God, holy books, religious figures and deities, sects or groups are capitalised. 
E.g. Allah, Jehovah, Buddha, Confucius, Sango, Amadioha, Islam, Christianity, Pope, Catholic, Anglican, etc. 

· Days of the week, months of the year and holidays are capitalised. E.g.  Monday, Friday, May, and June, Christmas, Eid Mubarak.
Class Guide on Capitalisation

Sample A: Incorrect 

Good afternoon Madam Chairperson, Panel of Judges, my Co-debaters, Ladies and Gentlemen. The Topic before me this afternoon is “It is more rewarding and valuable to study Science and Technology courses than courses in the Arts and Humanities.” But before i put forward my Ideas, i would like to begin by refuting the statement. 

Sample B: Correct 
Good afternoon madam chairperson, panel of judges, my co-debaters, ladies and gentlemen. The topic before me this afternoon is: “It is more rewarding and valuable to study science and technology courses than courses in arts and humanities.” But before I put forward my ideas, I would like to begin by refuting the statement.
Sample A is a vivid demonstration of the indiscriminate use of capital letters.

Sample B reflects a proper understanding of the rules guiding capitalisation in English language. 
Abbreviations
Abbreviations are short (or shortened) forms of a word or group of words. They are useful in writing to save time, space and energy. However, in using abbreviations, the writer must be careful to use them minimally and ensure they are understandable to the target audience i.e. there must be shared intelligibility. Used abbreviations must be nationally and internationally acceptable. 
Some of the common abbreviations (in no particular order or relevance) are:

Vol. – Volume

Fig. – Figure

No. – Number
M.A – Master of Arts 

M.SC – Master of Science

Mr. – Mister

Mrs. – Missus 

Ms – Miss

Dr – Doctor (Medical doctor or Ph.D holder)
MD – Medical Doctor/Medical Director
Ante meridian – am 

Post meridian – pm 

Exempli gratia – e.g.

Id est – i.e.

Senior – Sr.
Junior – Jr.
September – Sept., August – Aug, etc. (For months of the year) 
Road – Rd

Street – St. / Str.
Avenue – Ave

Feet – Ft

Corporation – Corp.
Incorporated – Inc.
Company – Co.
Limited – Ltd.
Public Liability Company – PLC

Doctor of Philosophy – Ph.D

His/Her Royal Majesty – HRM 
His/Her Royal Highness – HRH 
Reverend – Rev 
Prime Minister – PM 
President – Pres. 
Saint – St.
Corporal – Cpl.
Sergeant – Sgt.
Major – Maj.
General – Gen.

Please note that some abbreviations are not acceptable in formal writing for whatever reason(s). E.g.
Christmas, not Xmas

Ibadan, not Ib

Any day of the week: Sunday, not Sun.

Any month of the year: July, not Jul.
United States of America (or America) not US/USA
Compound words

Compound words in English are two words put together to form a larger word. Usually, the new larger word retains the original meaning of the two words which form it. This act can be likened to being economical with words, thereby giving room for the dynamism and flexibility of language in a rapidly changing world.
There are three categories of compound words: open, closed and hyphenated. 

Open Compound Words: In this form, a space is placed between an adjective and a noun to form a new word. E.g. dining room, full moon, dining table, etc. 

Closed Compound Words: This type of compound word can be deceptive because it appears to look like one word when in the real sense, there are two words in one. E.g. Waistcoat, Bookshop, Fireman, Notebook

Hyphenated – What indicates that this one is a compound word is the distinctive hyphen(s) between the words. E.g. Eighty-five, Sister-in-law, Twenty-year-old, Factory-fitted etc.
IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS (IDIOMS) AND PHRASAL VERBS
An idiom is a common word or phrase with a culturally understood meaning which differs from what its composite words denote or suggest. By looking at idioms or phrasal verbs, one won’t be able to figure out their meaning by just looking at the words packed into them. For instance, let us consider the idiom or phrasal verb “kick the bucket”. The denotative meaning is that a person has be asked to kick a bucket (perhaps empty of its contents) for whatever reason (may be for standing as a stumbling block in the path of that person).But the two words when taken outside of their denotative meaning together as an idiom means “to die”. Therefore an idiom is a phrase whose words taken together have a meaning which is different from the dictionary or ordinary definition of individual words. Idioms are not to be confused with proverbs, which are wise sayings that express truth based on common sense or practical experience. Idioms add grace and exactness to English language, which has thousands of idioms most of which are informal. 
Some idioms and phrasal verbs are: 

· Ace in the hole: a hidden or secret strength, or unreserved advantage. E.g.
My deep knowledge of Latin is an ace in the hole for me as a legal practitioner.

· on one's toes: alert, cautious.

This idiom is usually used with the verbs ‘stay’ and ‘keep’. E.g.

It's important for all the players on a football team to stay on their toes.

· to get along with: to associate or work well with; to succeed or manage in doing (also: to get on with)

Farida isn't getting along with her new roommate; they argue constantly. How are you getting on with your students?

· to wait on: to serve in a store or restaurant. E.g.

The restaurant waitress asked us, "Has anyone waited on you yet?

· to make up one's mind: to reach a decision, to decide finally. E.g. 

Aisha is considering several colleges to attend, but she hasn't made up her mind yet. 

When are you going to make up your mind about your vacation plans?

· under the weather: not feeling well, sick. E.g.

John stayed home from work because he was feeling under the weather. 

· to count on: to trust someone in time of need (also: to depend on). E.g. 

I can count on my parents to help me in an emergency. 

· few and far between: not frequent, unusual, rare. E.g.

Airplane travel is very safe because accidents are few and far between.

· to figure out: to solve, to find a solution; to understand. E.g.  

I was never able to figure it out.

· to wear out: to use something until it has no value or worth anymore, to make useless through wear. E.g. 

When I wear out these shoes, I'll have to buy some that last longer. 

· by heart: by memorising. E.g. 

He knows many passages from Shakespeare by heart. 

Do you know all the idioms you have studied in this book by heart?

· ill at ease: uncomfortable or worried in a situation. E.g.

Speaking in front of a large audience makes many people feel ill at ease.  

· to keep track of: to keep or maintain a record of; to remember the location of. E.g.

Steve keeps track of all the long-distance telephone calls related to his business that he makes from his house. 
· once in a blue moon: rarely, infrequently. E.g. 

Once in a blue moon my wife and I eat at a very expensive restaurant.

· to come to: to regain consciousness; to equal, to amount to. E.g.

At first they thought that the man was dead, but soon he came to. 

· hard of hearing: partially deaf, not able to hear well. E.g. 

You'll have to speak a little louder. Mrs. Aworinde is hard of hearing. 

· cut and dried: predictable, known beforehand; boring. E.g. 

The results of the national election were rather cut and dried; APC won easily. 

· a lost cause: a hopeless case, a person or situation having no hope of positive change. E.g. 

It seems that Bimbola will never listen to our advice. I suppose it's a lost cause.  
The police searched for the missing girl for two weeks, but finally gave it up as a lost cause. 

· at heart: basically, fundamentally. 

This idiom is used to describe the true character of a person. E.g. 

Jolajesu sometimes seems quite unfriendly, but at heart he's a good person.  The Ajayis often don't see eye to eye, but at heart they both love each other very much.

· to let on: to reveal or tell what you know, to hint. E.g.

We are going to the movies tonight and we don't want Amaka to go. If you see her, make sure not to let on.

· to stick it to: to cheat, to take unfair advantage of (also: to rip off, the rip off). E.g. Be careful in doing business with that salesperson. He'll stick it to you at the first opportunity. 

The car dealership certainly ripped me off when I bought this car.
· to cut corners: to economise, to save money. 

Most students live on limited budgets and have to cut corners to survive. 
· to fall through: to fail to materialise, not to succeed. 
This idiom is usually used with the noun ‘plan’ or ‘plans’ as the subject. E.g.
Our plan to travel to Ghana fell through when we were unable to save up enough money.

· to beat around the bush: to avoid discussing directly, to evade the issue. E.g. Instead of beating around the bush, Bola explained her objection in very clear terms.

· to keep one's head: to remain calm during an emergency. E.g. 

When the heater caused a fire in the hostel, Nimi kept her head and called for help. 

· to lose one's head: not to think clearly, to lose one's self-control. E.g. 

If Fayose hadn't gotten stirred up and lost his head, he never would have criticised his opponent unfairly.

· to go off the deep end: to get very angry and do something hastily. E.g. 

Just because you had a serious argument with your supervisor, you didn't have to go off the deep end and resign, did you?

· on the ball: attentive, competent, alert. E.g.

Nimi was certainly on the ball when she remembered to reconfirm our flight arrangements. 

· to get cold feet: to become unable or afraid to do something. 

This idiom is usually used in the case of an important or dangerous action. E.g. Kunle was supposed to marry Funke this weekend, but at the last moment he got cold feet.

· to go to town: to do something with enthusiasm and thoroughness. E.g. Emeka really went to town on his research project. He consulted over forty reference works and wrote a ninety-page report.

· to miss the boat: to lose an opportunity, to fail in some undertaking. E.g. The money-market was looking up several months ago, but unfortunately most investors missed the boat. 
· to throw (someone) a curve: to introduce an unexpected topic, causing embarrassment. E.g. 

The director asked us in advance to stick to the meeting agenda and not to throw him any curve.

· to throw the book at: to punish with full penalty, to be harsh on. E.g. Because the criminal was a repeat offender, Justice Kekere-Ekun threw the book at him with heavy fines and a long prison term.

· to put one's foot in: to say or do the wrong thing. 

This idiom is used with the noun phrase ‘one's mouth’ or the pronoun ‘it’. E.g. Alade really put his foot in his mouth when he called his pastor by the wrong name. 

Class Exercise
Identify and give the meanings of the idioms in questions 1-10. 
1. I really put my foot in it when I forgot my girlfriend's birthday and didn't buy her anything. She almost lost her cool.

2. The allegations of corruption against the Jonathan administration have become a hot potato.

3. She agreed to marry him at the drop of a hat

4. The coming of WhatsApp as an instant messaging platform is the best thing since sliced bread.
5. I had to burn the midnight oil in order to pass WASSCE.

6. My coming to ABUAD has turned a blessing in disguise.

7. I played the devil’s advocate by claiming that private universities are better than public ones in Nigeria.
8. Adversity may be a man’s best friend because every cloud has a silver lining.

9. Dada missed the boat when he turned down the American Visa Lottery he had won.

10.  Getting a smart phone was jumping on the bandwagon for me.

Give the meanings of the idioms in questions 11-20 and use each to make a sentence
11.  to land on one's feet
12.  to be over one's head

13.  to give (someone) a big hand

14.  to get out of line

15.  to play by ear

16.  Pull wool over other people’s eyes

17.  Sit on the fence

18.  Steal someone’s thunder

19.  Take with a grain of salt

20.  Put the cat among the pigeons 
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