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Common Sentence Errors
 How to Identify and Revise Common Sentence Errors

Page 2
                        

1. Sentence Fragments As you know, a sentence requires both a subject and a
 verb, and must express a complete thought. If any of these elements are missing, a group of words is
 not a complete sentence. Fragments are unattached phrases or subordinate clauses. Subordinate clauses, although they may have both a subject
 and a verb, contain a word that creates dependence. Examples:
 The iPhone with touch screen technology. [Fragment: no verb] The iPhone has touch screen technology. [Sentence] Because the phone rang loudly. [Fragment: subordinate clause;
 the word because creates dependence.] Because the phone rang loudly, I was awakened in the middle
 of the night. [Sentence: subject, verb, expresses complete thought]
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1. Sentence Fragments continued… In academic and business writing, sentence
 fragments must be eliminated. The lawyer was angry. When she returned from court.
 She found the key witness waiting in her office. [Incorrect]
 The lawyer was angry when she returned from court. She found the key witness waiting in her office.
 To correct sentence fragments, ensure that the group of words contains a subject, a verb, and that it expresses a complete thought.
 Join a fragment to an independent clause. Hoping for public support. [Fragment] Hoping for public support, she gave examples of
 successes in the city. [Joined to an independent clause]
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1. Sentence Fragments continued… Ensure that sentences with a compound
 predicate are not separated by a period or other incorrect punctuation; This can result in fragments. The reporters asked the mayor many questions
 about the new program. And then discussed her answers among themselves. [Incorrect]
 The reporters asked the mayor many questions about the new program and then discussed her answers among themselves. [Correct]
 The reporters asked the mayor many questions about the new program. Then the reporters discussed her answers among themselves. [Correct]
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2. Special Fragment Cases: Lists & Examples Lists and examples must be part of complete sentences
 unless they are written in columns. To join a list fragment to a complete sentence, a dash or
 colon may be used. You have a choice of desserts. Carrot cake, funfetti cupcakes,
 apple pie, or peppermint ice cream. [Incorrect] You have a choice of desserts: carrot cake, funfetti cupcakes…
 [Correct] You have a choice of desserts- carrot cake, funfetti cupcakes…
 [Correct] To list examples, either create two complete sentences or
 use a dash. Several good places offer brunch. For example, Waffle House,
 The Pancake Pantry, and Loveless Café. [Fragment] Several good places offer brunch- for example, Waffle House, The
 Pancake Pantry, and Loveless Café. [Sentence]
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3. Comma Splices A comma splice occurs when a comma, rather
 than a period, is used incorrectly between complete sentences. The icebergs broke off from the glacier, they
 drifted into the sea. [comma splice] The icebergs broke off from the glacier. They
 drifted into the sea. [correct] You CAN use a comma between two
 independent clauses, but only if the comma is followed by an appropriate conjunction. The icebergs broke off from the glacier, and they
 drifted into the sea.
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4. Run-on Sentences A run-on sentence occurs when two complete
 sentences run into each other without any punctuation. The icebergs broke off from the glacier they drifted
 into the sea. [run-on sentence] The icebergs broke off from the glacier. They
 drifted into the sea. [correct]
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Avoiding comma splices and run-on sentences Knowing how to identify an independent
 clause will allow you to identify run-on sentences and comma splices. An independent clause can stand alone, and has a
 subject and a predicate. An independent clause does not begin with a word
 that creates dependence (a subordinating conjunction: after, before, once, since, until, when, whenever, while, as, because, since, in order that, so that, if, even if, although…)
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How to quickly identify comma splices and run-on sentences:
 Watch for second independent clauses beginning with a pronoun. The physicist Marie Curie discovered radium she won
 two Nobel Prizes. [incorrect] The physicist Marie Curie discovered radium. She won
 two Nobel Prizes. [correct] Watch for conjunctive adverbs (furthermore,
 however, similarly, therefore, then…) Marie Curie and her husband, Pierre, worked together at
 first, however, he died tragically at age forty-seven. [incorrect]
 Marie Curie and her husband, Pierre, worked together at first. However, he died tragically at age forty-seven. [correct]
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continued… Watch for a transitional expression (such as in addition, for
 example, in contrast, of course, and meanwhile). Marie Curie and her husband won a Nobel Prize for the discovery
 of radium, in addition, Marie herself won another Nobel Prize for her work on the atomic weight of radium. [incorrect]
 Marie Curie and her husband won a Nobel Prize for the discovery of radium; in addition, Marie herself won another Nobel Prize for her work on the atomic weight of radium. [correct]
 Watch for a second independent clause that explains, says more about, contrasts with, or gives an example of what’s said in the first independent clause. Marie Curie died of leukemia in 1934, exposure to radioactivity
 killed her. [incorrect] Marie Curie died of leukemia in 1934. Exposure to radioactivity
 killed her. [correct]
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5. Misplaced and Dangling Modifiers A modifier is an adjective or adverb (or
 adjective/adverb phrase or clause) that modifies another word or group of words.
 A misplaced modifier is positioned incorrectly in a sentence, which means, therefore, that it describes the wrong word and changes the writer’s meaning.
 Always place a modifier close to the word that it describes!
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Examples of Misplaced Modifiers Reading a book, my cat crawled into my lap.
 (Who was reading the book?) The woman walked the dog in red cowboy
 boots. (Who was wearing the boots?) The library has several books about dinosaurs
 in our school. (What are the books about?) While camping, I saw a bear in my pajamas.
 (Who was wearing the pajamas?) Abraham Lincoln wrote the Gettysburg
 address while traveling from Washington to Gettysburg on the back of an envelope. (Did he travel on the back of an envelope?)
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6. Split Infinitives Remember that an infinitive is a verb form that begins with
 to. A split infinitive occurs when words are placed between the word to and its verb. Examples:
 Orson Welles’s radio drama “War of the Worlds” managed to, in October 1938, convince listeners that they were hearing an invasion by Martians. [split infinitive]
 In October 1938, Orson Welles’s radio drama “War of the Worlds” managed to convince listeners that they were hearing an invasion by Martians. [correct]
 Adverbs are commonly the culprit for split infinitives. In general, place adverbs either before or after the infinitive. Examples:
 People feared that they would no longer be able to happily live in peace.
 People feared that they would no longer be able to live happily in peace.
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Exception to split infinitives If the best placement for an adverb is between the
 to and verb of an infinitive, it is acceptable to place it there. Be judicious in making that decision to avoid improper grammar! Examples:
 Welles wanted to realistically portray a Martian invasion for the radio audience.
 In academic writing, to be sure that your writing is grammatically correct, you can re-write your sentences so that splitting an infinitive, (even with an adverb), is avoided. Example:
 Welles wanted his “Martian invasion” to sound realistic for the radio.
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7. Other splits in sentences While creating complex sentences, aim to
 create linear paths from the subject to the verb and from the verb to its object. Examples:
 The announcer, because the script, which Welles himself wrote, called for perfect imitations of emergency announcements, opened with a warning that included a description of the “invasion”. [The subject and verb are placed too far apart for the flow of the sentence.]
 Because the script, which Welles himself wrote, called for perfect imitations of emergency announcements, the announcer opened with a warning that included a description of the “invasion”. [correct]
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Practice Revise these sentences to correct misplaced
 modifiers, split infinitives, and other splits.
 The 4,400 residents of Barrow, Alaska, in a region where wind chills can go down to 100 degrees below zero Fahrenheit not only survive but thrive.

Page 17
                        

Practice These hardy residents adjust their lives to 24-
 hour nights in winter and 24-hour days in summer, 64 percent of whom are original natives.
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Practice The mayor of Barrow rides over the hard-
 packed snow his bike to work everyday.
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Practice Businesses provide electric plug-in stations so
 customers while they shop can keep their cars running and heated.
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8. Dangling Modifiers A dangling modifier describes or limits a word or words
 that never actually appear in the sentence. This causes confusion for the reader.
 Unlike a misplaced modifier, the word being modified by a dangling modifier is actually missing from the sentence.
 Every modifier must have a target. Examples:
 With a sigh of disappointment, the expensive dress was returned to the rack. [What is the target of the underlined modifier? Dress? Rack? Neither!]
 With a sigh of disappointment, Faith returned the expensive dress to the rack. [Correct]
 Covered in funfetti icing, Rose enjoyed dessert. [Was Rose covered in lots of icing?]
 Covered in lots of funfetti icing, the cupcake was a delightful dessert which Rose greatly enjoyed.
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More Examples of Dangling Modifiers Knowing that bowling practice wouldn’t be over
 until late in the afternoon, the bag was packed with books to read. [Who knew that practice wouldn’t be over until late in the afternoon? The bag?]
 Knowing that bowling practice wouldn’t be over until late in the afternoon, Tehyah packed her bag with books to read. [Correct]
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Another note about Dangling Modifiers Dangling Modifiers are often caused by
 unnecessary use of the passive voice. To earn money, dance classes were offered after school to young
 children. [Passive voice, dangling modifier] To earn money, Sophie offered dance classes after school to
 young children. [Correct] Hoping to become a choreographer, time after school was spent
 practicing new choreography on peers. [Passive voice, dangling modifier]
 Hoping to become a choreographer, Isabel spent her time
 afterschool practicing new choreography on peers. [Correct]
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9. Hanging Pronouns Hanging pronouns lack a clear antecedent. In
 a sentence, each pronoun must refer clearly back to one word. Examples:
 Her mother told her she was going to visit her grandmother. [Whose grandmother is being referenced? ]
 Her mother told her, “You are going to visit your grandmother.” [Correct]
 Her mother told her, “I am going to visit your grandmother.” [Correct]
 Her mother told her, “I am going to visit my grandmother.” [Correct]
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More Hanging Pronouns In 1911, Roald Amundsen reached the South
 Pole just thirty-five days before Robert F. Scott arrived. He (Amundsen or Scott?) had told people that he (Amundsen or Scott?) was going to sail for the Arctic, but he (Amundsen or Scott?) was concealing his (whose?) plan. In 1911, Roald Amundsen reached the South Pole
 just thirty-five days before Robert F. Scott arrived. Amundsen had told people that he was going to sail for the Arctic, but he was concealing his plan. [Correct]
 Make sure that your pronouns always refer clearly to an antecedent to avoid confusion.
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10. Using pronouns this and which When using these pronouns, make sure the
 reader can easily understand what each word refers to. Comets usually fly by the earth at 100,000 mph,
 whereas asteroids sometimes collide with the earth. This interests scientists. [Does this refer to the speed of the comets, to comets flying by the earth, or to asteroids colliding with the earth?]
 Comets usually fly by the earth at 100,000 mph, whereas asteroids sometimes collide with the earth. This difference interests scientists. [Correct]
 After reading Jane Eyre, I told my friends that I was going to major in English, which made my parents happy. [Does which refer to telling your friends or to majoring in English?]
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11. Using pronouns They and It When using “they say” in a sentence, be sure that it refers precisely to a
 source. They say that earthquakes are becoming more frequent. Seismologists say that earthquakes are becoming more frequent.
 [Better] The word it has three uses in the English language:
 1. Pronoun: Mary wants to see the Coral Sea, but it is on the other side of the world.
 II. Expletive: (a subject filler, delays the subject) It is adventurous to travel across the world.
 III. Idiomatic Expression: (words that depart from normal use, such as using it as the subject of a sentence when writing about weather, time, distance, and environmental conditions) It is sunny. It is midnight. It is not too far from here. It is very hilly.
 All three uses are correct, but avoid combining them in the same sentence. This can create confusing and unclear sentences. Because our car was overheating, it came as no surprise that it broke
 down just as it began to rain. [Confusing] It came as no surprise that our overheating car broke down just as the
 rain began. [Clear]
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12. Using the pronoun you Reserve the use of you for directly addressing
 the reader. In Russia, you usually have to stand in long lines
 to buy groceries. [The reader is not the one standing in long lines in Russia.]
 Russian customers usually have to stand in long lines to buy groceries. [Clear]
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13. Choosing to use that, which, and who Consider the context of the sentence in order to choose
 these pronouns correctly. That and which refer to animals and things. They sometimes
 refer to anonymous or collective groups of people. Who refers to people and to animals mentioned by name. Furthermore, when choosing between that and which, use
 that when introducing a restrictive clause (a dependent clause that is essential to the meaning of the sentence). Use which to introduce non-essential clauses. This can become a point of opinion. In such a case, either word is permissible. In order to distinguish an restrictive from a non-restrictive clause,
 remove the clause from the sentence and discern whether its removal alters the meaning of the sentence. If the removal of the clause alters the meaning of the sentence, it is restrictive and should be introduced by that.
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Examples of choosing that, which and who
 Examples: In Japan, consumers can buy a set of tiny clip-on headphones that
 have enough memory for an hour’s worth of music. [That introduces a restrictive clause.]
 These headphones, which are a popular item in Japan, are unlikely to reach foreign markets, because manufacturers don’t export them. [Which introduces a non-restrictive clause.]
 People from outside Japan who crave innovative Japanese products now have an alternative way of buying them that is less expensive than traveling to Japan. [Who is referring to a group of people. That is introducing a restrictive clause.]
 Web-based businesses, which are springing up every day now, specialize in exporting products that are trend-setting in Japan. [Which is introducing a non-restrictive clause; That is introducing a restrictive clause.]
 These companies, which offer extra advantages such as English-language warranties and manuals, are finding a ready market among English-speaking people. [Which is introducing a non-restrictive clause.]
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14. Shifting Sentences A shift within a sentence is an unnecessary
 abrupt change in person, number, voice, tense, mood, or discourse. Shifts can occur within sentences or within paragraphs, and create confusion for the reader.
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A. Shifts in Person In discussing grammar, the term “person” refers to who are
 what receives or performs the action of a sentence. First person: I, we (the writer or speaker) Second person: you (the one being spoken to) Third person: he, she, it, they (the one being spoken about)
 Within a sentence, avoid shifting from one person to the next. I enjoy reading financial forecasts of the future, but you wonder which
 will turn out to be correct. [Shift] I enjoy reading financial forecasts of the future, but I wonder which
 will turn out to be correct. [Correct] In academic writing, reserve you for addressing the reader
 directly. Use third person for general statements. I like my job as a teacher because you get to see smiling faces
 everyday. [Shift; incorrect use of 2nd person] I like my job as a teacher because I get to see smiling faces everyday.
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B. Shifts in Number Number refers to whether words are singular or plural in
 meaning. Avoid shifting in number without cause. Because people are living longer, an employee now retires later.
 [Shift] Because people are living longer, employees now retire later.
 [Correct] Be careful with singular words used in a general sense
 (such as employee, student, consumer, neighbor, etc…). These words are always third-person singular. Also, they is plural, and cannot be used with singular nouns. When a student is treated with respect, they are more motivated
 to do a good job. [Shift in number] When a student is treated with respect, he or she is more
 motivated to do a good job. [Correct] When students are treated with respect, they are more
 motivated to do a good job. [Correct]
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C. Shifts in Subject and Voice Avoid changes in the subject of a sentence.
 Holly likes soccer, but swimming is also enjoyed by her. [Subject shift]
 Holly likes soccer, but she also enjoys swimming. [Correct] Most subject shifts are accompanied by a shift in voice.
 The voice of a sentence is either active or passive. Holly likes soccer. (active) Swimming is enjoyed by her. (passive)
 Ensure that consistency is maintained in the subject and voice of a sentence. Most people expect major improvements in the future, but
 some hardships are also anticipated. [The subject shifted from people to hardships; The voice shifted from active to passive.]
 Most people expect major improvements in the future, but they also anticipate some hardships. [Correct]
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D. Shifts in Tense Tense refers to the time in which the action of
 a verb takes place- past, present or future. A campaign to clean up movies in the United
 States began in the 1920s as civic and religious groups try to ban violence from the screen. [Incorrect shift from began in the past tense to try in the present tense]
 A campaign to clean up movies in the United States began in the 1920s as civic and religious groups tried to ban violence from the screen. [Correct tense agreement]
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E. Shifts in Mood Mood indicates whether a sentence is a
 statement or a question (indicative), a command or a request (imperative), or a conditional statement (subjunctive). Avoid shifting between moods in a sentence. The Policies & Procedures document included two
 guidelines on homework: Do not turn in homework late, and homework should not be neglected. [The mood shifts from the imperative mood, (a command), to the indicative mood (a statement).]
 The Policies & Procedures document included two guidelines on homework: Do not turn in homework late, and do not neglect homework.
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F. Shifts in Discourse Indirect discourse is not enclosed in quotation marks because
 it reports, rather than quotes something that someone said. Direct discourse is enclosed in quotation marks because it
 quotes exactly the words that someone said. It is incorrect to write direct discourse and omit quotation
 marks. Also, it is incorrect to write sentences which mix direct and incorrect discourse. A critic said that board members were acting as censors and what
 you are doing is unconstitutional. [Said that implies indirect discourse, but what you are doing… is direct discourse. Quotation marks are missing from the direct discourse, and the shift between the two is incorrect.]
 A critic said that board members were acting as censors and that what they were doing was unconstitutional. [Correct]
 A critic, in stating that board members were acting as censors, added, “What you are doing is unconstitutional.” [Correct- It is clear which words are direct discourse.]
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