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WORD UP!

The English language has more words than any other language in the world. It also incorporates more words of foreign origin than any other language in the world. How many languages can count approximately ten different definitions for the word “mad,” for example? And in how many languages are there six, seven, or eight words available to say, in effect, the same or nearly the same thing? With so many options available, the possibilities for confusion and imprecision are rife. With this in mind, this handout is designed to shed some much-needed light on a sort of hit parade of the most commonly confused, misused, and abused words in the English Language.

accept/except: Accept means to admit or allow: John's boss said "I will not accept this behavior," after which he accepted John's resignation. Except means to exclude or other than: Everyone passed the exam except Amy.

adverse/averse: Adverse implies negativity or hostility: Ken responded adversely to the Teletubbies advertisement. Averse is weaker man adverse and implies reluctance or unwillingness: Ken is now averse to British children's shows many shape or form.

affect/effect: Affect means to influence or have an impact on: I was greatly affected by the speech. Affect also means feeling: The man displayed a curious lack of affect. The third meaning of affect is to put on airs: His affected manner was intolerable. Effect means to cause or bring about: His plan is supposed to effect great changes. Effect also means a result: The effect of this plan will be to decrease taxes.

all together/altogether: All together means all at once or all in one place: They were all together in the park. Altogether means in sum or collectively: We were altogether flabbergasted. 
allusion/illusion/delusion: An allusion is an indirect mention of something or someone: She made an allusion to the Holocaust m her moving speech. An illusion is a mistaken notion: He suffered from the illusion that all men are kind. A delusion is a gross deception and is thus stronger man illusion: Countless youths nowadays have delusions of grandeur.

already/all ready: Already means previously: We had already gotten dressed. All ready means prepared: We were all ready to go.

alright/all right: Alright is generally considered non-standard; use all right instead.
amid/among/between: Amid is used to indicate a quantity of non-countable items: He lounged amid a field of daisies. Among is used to indicate three or more countable items: Among all the students, only Paul knew the answer. Between is used when referring to two things: Between New York and San Francisco, I’d rather go to San Francisco. 
anecdote/antidote: An anecdote is an amusing story: After dinner, the man regaled us with a myriad of anecdotes. An antidote counters fee effect of a poison or a bad situation: The doctors received the antidote in the nick of time.
anymore/any more: Anymore means nowadays or any longer: I don't eat Fiber One anymore. Any more means additional: I won't be eating any more Fiber One.
anyone/any one: Anyone means anybody or people in general: Anyone can fool Christopher. Any one should be used where any of them or any of us is meant: Any one of Christopher's friends has embarrassed him.
anyway/any way: Anyway means in any case: I’d love to meet you later; anyway, I must be off now. Any way is literal: There's not any way for that man to redeem himself.
appraise/apprise: To appraise is to estimate me value of: Her beauty was highly appraised with every passing stare. To apprise is to keep one posted: The inspector apprised us of the desperate situation.

as/like: In comparisons, use as when a clause follows it: I wish I were as rich as Bill Gates. Use like when no clause follows: I wish I were smart like Albert Einstein.
assure/ensure/insure: To assure is to ease someone's doubts: The broker assured him that his money was safe. To insure is to protect from misfortune: The broker insured the fund through First Federal. To ensure is to make certain: The fund should ensure the money's safety.

awhile/a while: Awhile means for a time: Put your feet up awhile and rest. A while means a period of time: I hadn't seen him for a while.
bad/badly: Bad is an adjective, so it must modify a noun; bad generally describes a condition or passive state: He felt bad. He looked bad He smelled bad. The adverb badly, however, is an adverb and must modify a verb, adjective or adverb; badly generally describes activities: He ran the race badly. He scored badly on the test.
bring/take: You bring something toward you; you take it away from you: Bring me a grape; take those pears out of here! Bring is brought in both simple past and past perfect; take is took in simple past and taken in past perfect: He brought me a grape; he had brought me a grape. He took the pears away; he had taken the pears away.
can/may/might: Can means to be able to: I can sing; they can play the cello. May is to be permitted to: My father said I may play after I clean my room. May also indicates possibility: If I study hard, I may get an "A" in the class. Might is a less certain form of may: I might play poker tonight; then again, I might not.
capital/capitol: Capitol refers to a building that houses state government: California's state legislature convenes in the capitol building. Capitol is capitalized when referring to the federal government building in Washington, D.C.: Many significant bills become laws in the Capitol. Capital should be used for all other situations, whether referring to money, upper case letters, a seat of government, or something of great seriousness: A new bill, which categorized, in capital letters, capital offenses, including tax fraud and infringements on capital gains laws, was introduced in the state capital.
censor/censure: To censor is to remove objectionable material: The controversial film was heavily censored on TV. To censure is to reprimand or rebuke: Many congressmen hoped to impeach the President rather than merely censure him.

climatic/climactic: Climatic comes from climate and so obviously refers to weather: Climatic controls were installed in the new building. Climactic comes from climax; therefore, it refers to the high point of an argument or dramatic situation: Just before the climactic moment of 'impact, the car veered off ihe road and avoided the oncoming truck.
compliment/complement: A compliment is flattery or praise: She was complimented on her stunning dress. To complement is to go well with, complete, or make whole: Her dress complemented her shoes.

could of/would of: Could of and would of are incorrect forms of could have and would have—their erroneous usage is probably a result of the way “of” and “have” sound similar in colloquial speech. 
desert/deserts/dessert: A desert is a vast, dry wilderness devoid of greenery: Southern California would still be a desert were it not for the importation of huge quantities of water. Deserts derives from deserve and refers to a person getting his or her comeuppance: The corrupt congressman got his deserts at the new election when he was voted out of office. Dessert refers to the sweet goodies following a meal: We gorged on a dessert of apple strudel, tiramisu, and chocolate suicide cake.
disinterested/uninterested: To be disinterested is to be impartial or to have no personal stake in the outcome of a particular situation: To be a fair judge, one must be disinterested. To be uninterested is to be bored or uncaring: The young girl was completely uninterested in racing statistics and jockey lore.

dispassionate/impassionate: Dispassionate means to show a lack of feeling: A dispassionate approach to romance is doomed to failure. Impassionate means forceful or exhibiting abundant feeling: The lawyer made an impassionate appeal to the jurors to acquit his client.
eminent/imminent/immanent: Eminent is to be well-regarded, well-known, and respected: The eminent scholar's knowledge knew no bounds. Imminent means to be forthcoming: A verdict in the case is imminent. Immanent means dwelling within the mind and body: The dying man felt the immanent presence of divinity. 
everyday/every day: Everyday is an adjective, so it should come before a noun; it generally implies the commonplace: I don't often see him in  my everyday life. Every day implies an expression of time: Every day I run five miles.
everyone/every one: When all of them or all of us is meant,  use every one: Every  one went to the movies. Otherwise, use the less specific everyone, meaning people in general: Everyone loves ice cream.
famous/infamous: Famous means having great renown: Famous people in Hollywood are a dime a dozen. Infamous also means having great renown but for scandalous, dastardly behavior or activities: Infamous people in Hollywood are also a dime a dozen.
farther/further: Farther describes physical distance: Palermo is farmer from Milan than London. Further means more or to a greater extent: Further discussion of the issue was curtailed.
good/well: Good is used to describe a condition or passive state: He is a good kid. The fish looked good enough to eat. She is quite good-looking. However, where a description of health is concerned, use well not good: I feel well. Well is also used to describe performance or activity: He ran the race well. He scored exceptionally well on his SATs. He slept well.
immigrate/emigrate: Immigrate means to come to a foreign land: such persons are called immigrants: During the 1930s, many Europeans immigrated to America. Emigrate means to leave one's homeland: such persons are called emigrants: War-torn countries frequently see much emigration of their native population

infer/imply: Infer means to read between the lines: I inferred from his agitated manner that he was upset. Imply means to say something that is meant to be read between me lines: He rudely implied that I was a blithering fool. 
ingenious/ingenuous: To be ingenious is to be exceptional clever: The ingenious gadget will save time for many housewives. To be ingenuous is to naïve or gullible: A plethora of ingenuous questions revealed the students' ignorance to the disbelieving professor. 
into/in to: Into is used for entering, transforming, or making contact: He walked into the room and bumped into the end table; confidence metamorphosed into despair. In to can be used when in can be dropped without losing the meaning: Bring the prisoners in to me.
irregardless: Irregardless is a bastardized form of regardless; as such, its usage is incorrect. 
its/it’s: Its is the possessive form of it: Let’s give the band its due. It's is a contraction of it is: It's very clear our love is here to stay.
lie/lay: Lie means to tell a fib: Don't lie, Pinocchio! Lie is also a noun indicating something or someone in a prone state: There he lies: he is lying down. Lie is lay in the simple past and lain in the perfect tenses: He lay down yesterday; he had lain down last week. Lay indicates the act of putting something or someone down: He lay himself down. Lay is laid in both simple past tense and the perfect tenses: He laid himself down; he had laid himself down. 
only: Make sure only is before what it is modifying; otherwise, your meaning can change considerably: Only Cheryl eats squid for breakfast. (Cheryl, and no one else, eats squid for breakfast.) Cheryl only eats squid for breakfast. (The sole breakfast food of choice for Cheryl is squid.) Cheryl eats squid only for breakfast. (The only time of day Cheryl eats squid is at breakfast.)

onto/ on to: Use onto to men on top of or aware of: I’m onto your tricks! The books fell onto his head. On to should be used in most other situations: Hand on to your hats—it’s going to be a bumpy night!

principal/principle: Principal refers to the main aspect of something: The principal motivation for petty crimes remains in dispute. Principal also refers to the head of a school: Principal Warner is on a leave of absence. Principal is also used to refer to money: The principal on your loan is yet to be paid. A principle is a rule of conduct: The man has no principles.

raise/rise: Raise means to bring something up: The troops raised their arms in salute. Rise means to get up: Every morning I rise at 9:45 a.m. Rise is rose in the simple past and risen in past perfect: Yesterday morning I rose at 7:35 a.m.; if I had risen at 7 a.m., I would not have been late. 
reason . . . because/reason why: Both of these constructions are redundant; reason or because alone is sufficient: The reason I didn’t pass the test was that I didn’t study. I didn’t pass the test because I didn’t study. NOT: The reason I didn’t pass the test was because I didn’t study.  NOT: The reason why I didn’t pass the test was I didn’t study. NOT: The reason why I didn’t pass the test was because I didn’t study.

simple/simplistic: Simple means not difficult or hard to follow: She gave us simple directions to her house. Simplistic means something is so simple it misses the point: His understanding of the finer points of the issue was absurdly simplistic.
stationary/stationery: Stationary means not moving or incapable of movement: The reckless driver slammed into many stationary objects. Stationery refers to material, such as paper and pens, for writing letters and short notes: She wrote a letter to her mother on beautiful stationery.

than/then: 
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