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Common Grammar Mistakes

1. Irregardless

This is not a word. It's simply "regardless," as in "Regardless of what you
think about grammar, you'll look silly if you use it incorrectly."

2. "I" as the last word in a sentence.

This mistake is remarkably common, yet a correct example would be "Karlee
talked with Brandon and me." The trick to getting this one straight is to take
the other person's name out of the sentence and see if your personal
pronoun choice still sounds right. "Karlee talked with I" is awkward and
incorrect.

3. Subject-Verb Agreement Errors

The subject and verb of a sentence must agree with one another in number
whether they are singular or plural. If the subject of the sentence is singular,
its verb must also be singular; and if the subject is plural, the verb must also
be plural.

Example 1:

e /ncorrect: An important part of my life have been the people who stood
by me.
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e (Correct: An important part of my life has been the people who stood by
me.
Example 2:

e /ncorrect: The two best things about the party was the food and the
music.

e (Correct:The two best things about the party were the food and the
music.

4. "Me" as the first word in a sentence.

| hear people saying things such as "Me and Brandon met at Starbucks this
morning" all the time, even though it's always wrong. "Brandon and | met at
Starbucks this morning" is correct.

5. Sentence Fragments

Sentence fragments are incomplete sentences that don’t have one
independent clause. A fragment may lack a subject, a complete verb, or both.
Sometimes fragments depend on the proceeding sentence to give it
meaning.

Example 1:

e /ncorrect: He gave his mother an extravagant gift after the argument.
In spite of everything.

e (orrect:In spite of everything, he gave his mother an extravagant gift
after the argument.

Example 2:
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e /ncorrect: The boys snuck home late that night. Then waited for the
consequences.

e (Correct:The boys snuck home late that night, then waited for the
consequences.

6. Missing Comma After Introductory Element

A comma should be used after an introductory word, phrase, or clause. This
gives the reader a slight pause after an introductory element and often can
help avoid confusion.

Example 1:

e /ncorrect:In case you haven't noticed my real name doesn’'t appear in
the article.

e (Correct:In case you haven't noticed, my real name doesn’t appear in
the article.

Example 2:

e /ncorrect: Before she had time to think about it Sharon jumped into the
icy pool.

e Correct:Before she had time to think about it, Sharon jumped into the
icy pool.

7. Misusing The Apostrophe With “Its”

You use an apostrophe with it's only when the word means it /sor it
has. Without the apostrophe, its means belonging to it.

Example 1:
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e /ncorrect:| don't believe its finally Friday.

e (orrect:1 don't believe it's (it is) finally Friday.
Example 2:

e /ncorrect: The cat was licking it's tail.

e (orrect:The cat was licking its tail.

8. No Comma In A Compound Sentence

A comma separates two or more independent clauses in a compound
sentence separated by a conjunction. The comma goes after the first clause
and before the coordinating conjunction that separates the clauses.

Example 1:

e /ncorrect: The man jumped into a black sedan and he drove away
before being noticed.

e (Correct. The man jumped into a black sedan, and he drove away before
being noticed.

Example 2:
e /ncorrect: She was beautiful and she was happy and she was full of life.

e (Correct: She was beautiful, and she was happy, and she was full of life.

9. Misplaced Or Dangling Modifier

A misplaced modifier is a word, phrase, or clause that is improperly
separated from the word it modifies or describes. Sentences with this error
can sound awkward, ridiculous, or confusing. A dangling modifier is a word
or phrase that modifies a word not clearly stated in the sentence.
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Example 1:

e /ncorrect. While walking on the sidewalk, Mary found a sparkly girl's
bracelet.

e Correct:While walking on the sidewalk, Mary found a girl's sparkly
bracelet.

Example 2:

e /ncorrect: After finally setting off on the trail, the morning felt more
exciting.

o Correct: After finally setting off on the trail, he felt the morning was
more exciting.

10. Vague Pronoun Reference

A pronoun can replace a noun, and its antecedent should be the person,
place, or thing to which the pronoun refers. A vague pronoun reference
(including words such as it, that, this, and which) can leave the reader
confused about what or to whom the pronoun refers.

Example 1:

e /ncorrect: When Jonathan finally found his dog, he was so happy. (The
dog or Jonathan?)

e (orrect: Jonathan was so happy when he finally found his dog.

Example 2:
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e /ncorrect: Don felt a lot of anger and bitterness as a result of
Marie’s decision. This is what ended everything. (What ended
everything? Don'’s anger and bitterness or Marie’s decision?)

e Correct:Don felt a lot of anger and bitterness as a result of Marie’s
decision. Her choice ended everything.

11. Wrong Word Usage

There are a variety of words and phrases that are commonly confused and
misused in sentences. Using them incorrectly can change the meaning of the
sentence or simply reflect carelessness on the writer’s part. There are
hundreds of these commonly confused words, so when in doubt, always
check the definition and correct spelling of the word.

Example 1:
e /ncorrect: She excepted his offer to drive her home.
e (Correct: She accepted his offer to drive her home.

Example 2:
e /ncorrect: 1t was a breathe of fresh air to meet someone so genuine.
e (Correct: 1t was a breath of fresh air to meet someone so genuine.

12. Run-On Sentence

Run-on sentences, also known as fused sentences, occur when two complete
sentences are squashed together without using a coordinating conjunction
or proper punctuation, such as a period or a semicolon. Run-on sentences
can be short or long. A long sentence isn't necessarily a run-on sentence.

To avoid run-on sentences, see if there is more than one idea communicated
by two or more independent clauses. In our examples, there are two
complete sentences:
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Example 1:
e /ncorrect: She tried to sneak out of the house her mother saw her
leaving.
e (orrect:She tried to sneak out of the house, but her mother saw her
leaving.

Example 2:
e /ncorrect: He ran through the field as fast as he could all the while rain
was soaking him to the bone.
e (Correct:He ran through the field as fast as he could. All the while rain
was soaking him to the bone.

13. Superfluous Commas
It's common writing mistake to throw commas around liberally when they
aren’t necessary. There are dozens of examples of this error, but here are a
few common mistakes.
Example 1:
e /ncorrect: The woman never went into the city, because she didn't feel
comfortable driving in traffic.
e (Correct: The woman never went into the city because she didn't feel
comfortable driving in traffic.

Example 2:
e /ncorrect: He wants to get a degree in engineering, or medicine.
e C(Correct: He wants to get a degree in engineering or medicine.

Example 3:
e /ncorrect: Sam knew immediately, what was going to happen next.
e Correct:Same knew immediately what was going to happen next.

Example 4:
e /ncorrect: Old cars, that have been left in a junkyard, are an eyesore.
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e (orrect:0Old cars that have been left in a junkyard are an eyesore.

Example 5:
e /ncorrect: The bouquet of flowers on the table, belongs to Mary.
e (Correct:The bouquet of flowers on the table belongs to Mary.

14. Lack Of Parallel Structure

Faulty parallelism occurs when two or more parts of a sentence are similar in
meaning but not parallel (or grammatically similar) in form. It often occurs
with paired constructions and items in a series.

Example 1:

e /ncorrect: He wanted to learn more about careers in programming,
engineering, biochemist, and research scientist.

e (Correct:He wanted to learn more about careers in programming,
engineering, biochemistry, and research science.

Example 2:
Incorrect: The key directives of his boss were clear:
e Meet monthly sales quotas.
e Aggressive marketing techniques.
e Reporting in every day.
Correct: The key directives of his boss were clear:
e Meet monthly sales goals.
e Practice aggressive marketing techniques.

e Reportin every day.
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15. Sentence Sprawl

A sentence can become a burden to read when there are too many equally
weighted phrases.

Example 1:

e /ncorrect:Jason was planning to attend his friend’'s wedding on June 30,
but at the last minute he found out he had jury duty, so he couldn't
attend the wedding, and he felt really guilty about it.

e C(Correct: Unexpectedly Jason was called for jury duty and couldn’t
attend his friend's June 30 wedding. He felt guilty about missing it.

16. Comma Splice

A comma splice occurs when two separate sentences are joined with a
comma rather than a period or semicolon. Writers often create comma
splices when using transitional words, such as however, therefore, moreover,
nevertheless, or furthermore.

Example 1:

e /ncorrect: My intention was to take her out to dinner, however |
decided not to invite her after all.

e (Correct: My intention was to take her out to dinner; however, | decided
not to invite her after all.

Example 2:

e /ncorrect: My sisters and | love to go shopping, we then have lunch
together when we're done.

o Correct: My sisters and | love to go shopping. We then have lunch
together when we're done.

Example 3:
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e /ncorrect: He was very hungry, he ate a whole pizza.
e (Correct:He was very hungry. He ate a whole pizza.

e (Correct:He was very hungry, so he ate a whole pizza.

17. Colon Mistakes

A colon is used after a complete sentence to introduce a word, phrase,
clause, list, or quotation. The colon signals that what follows proves or
explains the sentence preceding the colon.

Example 1:

Incorrect: People move to Florida for: the warmer weather, the beach, and
the theme parks.

Correct: People move to Florida for three reasons: the warmer weather, the
beach, and the theme parks.

18. Split Infinitives

An infinitive is the word “to” with a verb. A split infinitive separates the

word “to” and the verb with another word (often an adverb). There are no
grammar rules that prohibit split infinitives, but many experts disapprove of
them. If the sentence sounds awkward by correcting the split, our rule of
thumb is to go with what makes the most sense in the context of your writing
and for the ease of reading. (For example, “To boldly go where no man has
gone before” would sound awkward and less powerful as, “To go boldly
where no man has gone before.”)

Example 1:
e /ncorrect: She tried to quickly finish the book before she had to leave.
e (Correct:She tried to finish the book quickly before she had to leave.

Example 2:

10
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e /ncorrect: He wanted to gradually improve his strength by increasing
the weight.

e (Correct:He wanted to improve his strength gradually by increasing the
weight /ncorrect: .

19. Overuse Of Adverbs

Adverbs—those words that often end in -ly—modify verbs. They're okay once
in a while, but in excess they're an indicator of weak verb choices. In our
example, the adverb “really fast” modifies the verb “ran.” But does “really
fast” paint a more vivid word-picture for the reader? Use a juicier verb like
“sprinted” instead.

e /ncorrect: The boy ran really fast to catch the runaway ball.

e (Correct:The boy sprinted to catch the runaway ball.

20. Too many prepositional phrases

Prepositions are those words that often come before nouns and pronouns to
show direction, location, or time. In the first sentence we have two
prepositional phrases—"over the top” and “of the hill.” Excessive
prepositional phrases render your writing wordy. Whenever possible,
simplify.

e /ncorrect: The caravan came over the top of the hill.

e (Correct: The caravan crested the hill.

21. Ambiguous (“Squinting”) Modifiers

A squinting modifier is a misplaced modifier that, because of its location in a
sentence, could modify either the phrase that precedes it or the one that

11
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follows it. (In the example sentence, is the subject listening to music slowly or
slowly getting a headache?) To correct a squinting modifier, move its position
in the sentence to make it clear to the reader which word you intend to
modify.

e /ncorrect: Listening to loud music slowly gives me a headache.

e Correct:When | listen to loud music, | slowly develop a headache.

22. Your vs. You're

The difference between these two is owning something versus actually being
something:

e You made it around the track in under a minute -- you're fast!
e How's your fast going? Are you getting hungry?

See the difference? "Your" is possessive and "you're" is a contraction of "you
are."

23.They're vs. Their vs. There

One's a contraction for "they are" (they're), one refers to something owned
by a group (their), and one refers to a place (there). You know the difference
among the three -- just make sure you triple check that you're using the right
ones in the right places at the right times.

Here's the correct usage of "they're," "there," and "their":

o They're going to love going there -- | heard their food is the best!

12
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24. Misuse Of Lie/Lay

If you plan to place or put an object somewhere, such as a plate on a table,
you should use “lay.” If you intend to stretch out on a bed for a nap, you
should use “lie.” The verb “lie” is an intransitive verb, which means it does not
need an object. The transitive verb “lay” requires an object.

It may take some getting used to this “lay” or “lie” business; after all, misuse
of these verbs is common. But if you remember to lay down your fork before
you're full, then you won't have to lie down later from overeating.

e /ncorrect: He was laying on the couch.

e (Correct:He was lying on the couch.

25. Ambiguous Pronoun References

When you use the pronouns “her” or “him,” readers need to know to whom
those pronouns refer. A pronoun without a clear antecedent is ambiguous.

In our example sentence demonstrating an ambiguous pronoun, the reader
is unsure who the second “he” is. Was John in the way, or was there another
“he” involved? As noted in the corrected example, the pronoun “he” refers to
Tim, who is card-blocking Helga. Always be sure your pronouns refer to a
specific antecedent.

e /ncorrect:John had a card for Helga, but couldn’t deliver it because he
was in her way.

e (orrect:John had a card for Helga, but couldn’t deliver it because Tim
was in Helga's way.

26. Wordiness (inflated sentences)

13
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If you have something to say to readers, spit it out (figuratively, not literally).
Inflating sentences with unnecessary words or pointless filler only muddles
what you mean to say. Wordy sentences also frustrate readers, so get to the
point. Streamline your sentences by using strong verbs and nouns instead of
trite adjectives and adverbs.

William Shakespeare once wrote that brevity is the soul of wit. Follow the
Bard's lead by never using ten sentences when two will suffice. Don’t overuse
words such as “that,” “just,” and “very.” Proofread your work to keep your
prose tightened and toned!

e /ncorrect: 1t has come to our attention that your tax returns are
overdue and we urge you to file them at your earliest convenience.

e (Correct:Your tax returns are overdue. Please file them now.

27. Using “Could Of” Instead Of “Could Have”

“Could have” is always correct; “could of” never is. Writers probably make this
grammar gaffe because, when we speak, the contraction “could've” sounds
an awful lot like “could of.”

e /ncorrect: Sam could of received an A on his essay, but he made too
many grammatical mistakes.

e (Correct:Sam could have received an A on his essay, but he made too
many grammatical mistakes.

28. Referring to a Brand or Entity as 'They’

"A business is not plural," he told our class. "Therefore, the business is not
'they.' It's 'it." In English, we don't identify a brand or an entity as "he" or
"she" -- so "they" seems to make more sense. But as the professor pointed
out, it's just not accurate. A brand or an entity is "it."

14
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Incorrect: To keep up with their changing audience, Southwest Airlines
rebranded in 2014.

Correct: To keep up with its changing audience, Southwest Airlines
rebranded in 2014.

29. Affect vs. Effect

Most possessive nouns will have an apostrophe -- but where you put that
apostrophe can be confusing. Here are a few general rules to follow:

If the noun is plural, add the apostrophe after the s.
For example: the dogs' bones.

If the noun is singular and ends in s, you should also put the
apostrophe after the s.
For example: the dress' blue color.

On the other hand, if the noun is singular and doesn'tend in an's,
you'll add the apostrophe before the s.
For example: the lizard's tail.

30. Possessive Nouns

Most possessive nouns will have an apostrophe -- but where you put that
apostrophe can be confusing. Here are a few general rules to follow:

If the noun is plural, add the apostrophe after the s.
For example: the dogs' bones.

If the noun is singular and ends in s, you should also put the
apostrophe after the s.
For example: the dress' blue color.

15
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e Onthe other hand, if the noun is singular and doesn't end in an s,
you'll add the apostrophe before the s.
For example: the lizard's tail.

31. Tautologies

Tautologies express the same thing twice with different words. In our
example, the word “made” implies that Jack used his own two hands to
create the pail. The prepositional phrase “with his own hands” creates a
redundancy. Once you know what they are, it's fun to discover tautologies:
dilapidated ruins, close proximity, added bonus, large crowd . .. The list goes
on and on!

e /ncorrect:Jack made a water pail with his own hands for Jill.

e (orrect:)ack made a water pail for Jill.

32. Active and Passive Voice Comparison

The active voice describes a sentence where the subject performs the action
stated by the verb. It follows a clear subject + verb + object construct that's
easy to read. In fact, sentences constructed in the active voice add impact to
your writing.

e Sue changed the flat tire.

We are going to watch a movie tonight.
e | ranthe obstacle course in record time.
e Monkeys adore bananas.

e The cashier counted the money.

e The dog chased the squirrel.

16
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With passive voice, the subject is acted upon by the verb. It makes for a
murky, roundabout sentence; you can be more straightforward with active
voice. As such, there are many ways to change the passive voice to the active
voice in your sentences.

e The flat tire was changed by Sue.

e A movie is going to be watched by us tonight.

e The obstacle course was run by me in record time.
e Bananas are adored by monkeys.

e The money was counted by the cashier.

e The squirrel was chased by the dog.
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