
 

PHY1600 – Effective Communication for Physicists 

Some Common Grammar Difficulties 

 

LIKE/AS/AS IF:  „Like‟ (a preposition) joins nouns and pronouns, or governs a noun; before 

phrases and clauses the equivalent word is „as‟ (a conjunction).  The over-use of „like‟ in modern 

colloquial speech has made its misuse more likely.  However, I support the safer, hard-line 

position of Strunk and White.  

 

 These are acceptable: 

1. A is like B.  (Here, “like” governs a noun)     2. A behaves as B does.  (“as” introduces a 

clause with a noun and a verb).  3. Mercury is a planet like Venus. (acceptable grammatically, 

but ambiguous – Mercury, like Venus, is a planet). 4. He eats like a pig. 

 These, in formal writing, are not: 1. It was like we were thinking out loud.  2. He eats 

like there‟s no tomorrow.  3. Winston tastes good like a cigarette should.  4. She's a good student, 

like her brother was before her. 5. It looks like it‟s going to rain. 6. “It looks like the party is 

about to begin”. 

 However, confusingly, in expressions where the verb is implied rather than expressed 

„like‟ is admissible. 1. A behaves like B. 2. She‟s a good student, like her brother.  5. It looks like 

rain. 6. “Fluorescent tubes emit incoherent light, like a common light bulb”.  (The construction: 

“Fluorescent tubes emit incoherent light, as does a common light bulb”, is correct but, in my 

view, excessively pedantic.) 

 

Quick Tip - Do not use „like‟ if „as‟ or „as if‟ will work. 

 

AMONG /AMONGST: Either form is fine; „amongst‟ is less common than the more modern 

„among‟, but it is still in common usage.   

 

AND/BUT:  „And‟ and „but‟ are co-ordinating conjunctions, used to join individual words, 

phrases, and independent clauses.  This definition implies that they should not normally be used 

as the first word of a sentence.  However, occasionally they can be so used to give emphasis.  I 

recommend that, only if you are very confident of your writing ability, should you start a 

sentence with „and‟ or „but‟.  

 

WHICH/THAT:  „That‟ is restrictive – the bicycle that is in the shed is green (referring to a 

specific bicycle).  „Which‟ is descriptive, e.g. adding some information about an  object that has 

already been defined - the bicycle, which is in the shed, is green.  „Which‟ is not restrictive.  The 

„which‟ clause is contained within commas. 

 

COMPRISE/COMPOSE.    To comprise means „to include‟ or „to be made of‟.   

    To compose means „to make of‟ or „to form‟. 

e.g.   Water is comprised of H and O - is imprecise (not wrong) 

BUT Water is composed of H and O - is better. 

Both „A soccer team comprises eleven players‟ and „A soccer team is composed of eleven 

players‟ are both correct.  „Eleven players compose a soccer team‟ is correct, „ A  soccer team 

composes eleven players‟ is not.  

 

TOWARD/TOWARDS.  Both are correct. I prefer the shorter one! 

 



ABBREVIATIONS.   In general, do not use abbreviations such as „don‟t‟, „can‟t‟, etc. in formal 

writing. 

 

ACRONYMS. To be on the safe side, always define acronyms in parentheses immediately after 

the first use of the full description – e.g „Candian Association of Physics (CAP)‟. 

 

PUNCTUATION.  Punctuation is like the spice added to food; judicious use adds emphasis, 

interest, and liveliness, without overwhelming the basic flavour.   

 Periods: experiment with removing periods that separate two closely associated sentences.   

 Commas: read your work aloud – or at least sub-vocally – and insert commas only where you 

normally pause.  In lists of three or more items, modern usage suggest a comma after each 

item, including the penultimate one (i.e.  ....x, y, and z).   

 Dashes: “A dash is a mark of separation stronger than a comma, less formal than a colon, and 

more relaxed than parenthesis” (Strunk and White).  Note the implication: a dash can replace 

commas, colons, and parentheses.  My suggestion is to avoid the use of dashes in formal 

writing. 

 

ADVERBS. Adjectives modify (or qualify) nouns (big, blue, bad, better, etc.); adverbs qualify 

everything else - verbs, another adverb, a phrase, or a clause. (fast, late, often, yesterday, here, 

well, better, many words ending in –ly, etc.). Adverbial phrases take the place of one-word 

adverbs. While adverbs and adverbial phrases add much of the colour and excitement to fiction, 

poetry, advertizing, political discourse, etc., I believe that their use should be limited in formal 

scientific writing where precision is vital. I suggest that you comb your first draft and identify all 

adverbs and adverbial phrases.  Then consider the effect of omitting each one; if the meaning is 

unchanged or, as is often the case, made stronger or more precise, remove it! – or, if necessary, 

replace it with more elegant, effective,  or precise language. Of course, some adverbs and 

adverbial phrases are essential; these are the only ones you should retain. 

 

Here are some examples: 

1. The oven was very hot.  Remove „very‟ – imprecise. 

2. In the past, experimenters used silicon to .... Remove „in the past‟ – the verb gives the time. 

3. Furthermore, this theory predicts ... Remove „furthermore‟ – adds little to the meaning. 

4. As such, the reasoning is faulty. Remove „As such‟ – this phrase adds nothing to the meaning. 

Never use it! 

5. Students were incredibly enthusiastic. Remove „incredibly‟ – this word should never be used in 

good writing unless it means „impossible to believe‟. 

6. The results are obviously wrong. Remove „obviously‟ – adds nothing to the statement, except a 

subjective opinion (obvious to whom?). 

7. I believe strongly that lectures are unnecessary. Remove „strongly‟ – adds little (“Methinks the 

lady doth protest too much”- W. Shakespeare). 

7. The research is largely incomplete. Remove „largely‟ – either it is or it isn‟t complete.  You 

can‟t be somewhat pregnant! Never use largely, mainly, partially, fairly, etc. 

8. These magnetic fields are actually quite common. Remove „actually‟ and „quite‟ – always! See 

7 above. 

9. Not only do apples taste good, they are also good for your health. Don‟t use „not only ... but 

also‟ unless you mean to emphasize the contrast between two objects. Replace by a simple „and‟  
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SHARPEN UP YOUR WRITING! (from Scientists Must Write by Robert Barass) 


