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CHAPT E R 1 4
- Nine Basic Writing Errors and -
How to Fix Them

his chapter appears at the end of the book not because gram-

. Ck mar is unimportant, but because the end of the book is a con-

Qui venient place for you to consult when you have questions about
Ta\(e correctness and the so-called rules of writing.

There is more to thinking about grammar than the quest for error-free
writing, as Chapter 11 on sentence style demonstrates, with its emphasis on
how to analyze writers’ syntactical choices and how to think about the rela-
tionship between a writer's style and his or her characteristic ways of think-
ing. Studying the nine basic writing errors one at a time, whether in a class
or on your own, will enable you to find your way around in a sentence more
easily, and thus, to build better sentences yourself.

The first part of this chapter, “Why Correctness Matters,” makes the case
for learning to recognize a pattern of error in your drafts and learning to pri-
oritize the most serious problems, creating a hierarchy of error, rather than
treating (and worrying about) all errors equally and all at the same time.
Achieving grammatical correctness is a matter of both knowledge—how to
recognize and avoid errors—and timing: when to focus on possible errors.

Thereafter, the chapter offers a quick-hit guide to punctuation—the five
basic signs covered in two pages—followed by discussion of the nine most
important grammar errors to avoid:

* Sentence fragments

¢ Comma splices and fused (run-on) sentences

¢ Errors in subject-verb agreement

* Shifts in sentence structure (faulty predication)

¢ Errors in pronoun reference

¢ Misplaced modifiers and dangling participles

¢ Errors in using possessive apostrophes

* Comma errors

¢ Spelling/diction errors that interfere with meaning
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For each of these, the chapter offers a definition with examples, and then
talks you through how to fix it—with a little "test yourself” section at
the end.

As the chapter nears its end, you will find a brief “Glossary of Grammatical
Terms” (four pages long) that defines and illustrates many of the key terms
we have used earlier in the chapter and throughout the book. Do you know
the difference between a clause and a phrase? It's a useful distinction to
know when you're building sentences to last.

The chapter concludes with a grammar and style quiz, followed by chapter
review guidelines and an answer key.

A. WHY CORRECTNESS MATTERS

This chapter addresses the issue of grammatical correctness and offers ways of rec-
ognizing and fixing (or avoiding) the most important errors. The first guideline in
editing for correctness is to wait to do it until you have arrived at a reasonably
complete conceptual draft. We have delayed until the end of the book our consid-
eration of technical revisions precisely because if you get too focused on producing
polished copy right up front, you may never explore the subject enough to learn
how to have ideas about it. In other words, it doesn’t make sense for you to let your
worries about proper form or persuasive phrasing prematurely distract you from
the more important matter of having something substantial to polish in the first
place. Writers need a stage in which they are allowed to make mistakes and use
writing to help them discover what they want to say. But at the appropriate time—
the later stages of the writing process—editing for correctness becomes very
important.

When a paper obeys the rules of grammar, punctuation, and spelling, it has
achieved correctness. Unlike editing for style, which involves you in making
choices between more and less effective ways of phrasing, editing for correctness
locates you in the domain of right or wrong. As you will see, there are usually a
number of ways to correct an error, so you are still concerned with making
choices, but leaving the error uncorrected is not really a viable option.

Correctness matters deeply because your prose may be unreadable without it.
If your prose is ungrammatical, not only will you risk incoherence (in which case
your readers will not be able to follow what you are saying) but also you will
inadvertently invite readers to dismiss you. Is it fair of readers to reject your
ideas because of the way you've phrased them? Perhaps not, but the fact is they
often will. A great many readers regard technical errors as an inattention to
detail that also signals sloppiness at more important levels of thinking. If you
produce writing that contains such errors, you risk not only distracting readers
from your message but also undermining your authority to deliver the message in
the first place.
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B. THE CONCEPT OF BASIC WRITING ERRORS (BWEs)

You get a paper back, and it’s a sea of red ink. But if you look more closely, you'll
often find that you haven’t made a million mistakes—you’ve made only a few, but
over and over in various forms. This phenomenon is what the rhetorician Mina
Shaughnessy addressed in creating the category of “basic writing errors,” or
BWESs. Shaughnessy argues that in order to improve your writing for style and
correctness, you need to do two things:

u Look for a pattern of error, which will require you to understand your own
logic in the mistakes you typically make.

= Recognize that not all errors are created equal, which means that you need to
address errors in some order of importance—beginning with those most likely
to interfere with your readers’ understanding.

“Not all errors are ‘cféated’équal: bekgih"yvith those most likely to inter-

" fere with your readers’ understanding. < - -

The following BWE guide, “Nine Basic Writing Errors and How to Fix
Them,” that we have composed reflects Shaughnessy’s view. First, it aims to
teach you how to recognize and correct the basic kinds of errors that are poten-
tially the most damaging to the clarity of your writing and to your credibility
with readers. Second, the discussions in the guide seek to help you become aware
of the patterns of error in your writing and discover the logic that has misled you
into making them. If you can learn to see the pattern and then look for it in your
editing and proofreading—expecting to find it—you will get in the habit of
avoiding the error. In short, you will learn that your problem is not that you can’t
write correctly but simply that you have to remember, for example, to check for
possessive apostrophes.

Our BWE guide does not, as we’ve mentioned, cover a// of the rules of gram-
mar, punctuation, diction, and usage, such as where to place the comma or period
when you close a quotation or whether or not to write out numerals. For com-
prehensive coverage of the conventions of standard written English, you can con-
sult one of the many handbooks available for this purpose. Our purpose is to
provide a short guide to grammar—one that identifies the most common errors,
provides remedies, and offers the logic that underlies them. This chapter’ cover-
age of nine basic writing errors and how to fix them will help you eliminate most
of the problems that routinely occur. We have arranged the error types in a hier-
archy, moving in descending order of severity (from most to least probleinatic).

WHAT PUNCTUATION MARKS SAY: A "QUICK-HIT” GUIDE

These little signs really aren’t that hard to use correctly, folks. A few of them will
be treated in more specific contexts in the upcoming discussion of BWESs, but here
are the basic rules of punctuation for the five basic signs.
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The period [.] marks the end of a sentence. Make sure that what precedes it is
an independent clause; that is, a subject plus verb that can stand alone.

The period says to a reader, “This is the end of this particular statement. I'm
a mark of closure.”

Example: Lennon rules.

The comma [,] separates the main (independent) clause from dependent
elements that modify the main clause. It also separates two main clauses joined
by a conjunction—known as a compound sentence. Information that is not
central to the main clause is set off in 2 comma sandwich. The comma does not
signify a pause.

The comma says to the reader, “Here is where the main clause begins (or
ends),” or “Here is a break in the main clause.” In the case of compound
sentences (containing two or more indépendent clauses), the comma says, “Here
is where one main clause ends, and after the conjunction that follows me,
another main clause begins.”

Examples: Lennon rules, and McCartney is cute.
Lennon rules, although McCartney is arguably more tuneful.

The semicolon [;] separates two independent clauses that are not joined by
a conjunction. Secondarily, the semicolon can separate two independent clauses
that are joined by a conjunction if either of the clauses already contains com-
mas. In either case, the semicolon both shows a close relationship between the
two independent clauses that it connects and distinguishes where one ends and
the other begins. It is also the easiest way to fix comma splices (see “BWE 2” on
page 356).

The semicolon says to the reader, “What precedes and what follows me are
conceptually close but grammatically independent and thus equal statements.”

Example: Lennon’s lyrics show deep sympathy for the legions of “Nowhere Men”
who inhabit the "Strawberry Fields” of their imaginations; McCartney’s
lyrics, on the other hand, are more upbeat, forever bidding “Good
Day, Sunshine” to the world at large and “Michelle” in particular.

The colon [:] marks the end of a setup for soinething coming next. It provides
a frame, pointing beyond itself, like a spotlight. The colon is quite dramatic, and
unlike the semicolon, it links what precedes and follows it forinally and tightly
rather than loosely and associatively. It usually operates with dramatic force. It
can frame a list to follow, separate cause and effect, or divide a brief claim from a
more expanded version of the claim. The language on at least one side of the
colon must be an independent clause, though both sides can be.

The colon says to the reader, “Concentrate on what follows me for a more
detailed explanation of what preceded me” or “What follows me is logically
bound with what preceded me.”

Examples: Rubber Soul marked a change in The Beatles’ song-writing: the senti-
mentality of earlier efforts gave way to a new complexity, both in the
range of their subjects and the sophistication of their poetic devices.
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Nowhere is this change more evident than in a sequence of songs
near the album'’s end: “I'm Looking Through You,” "In My Life,”
"Wait,” and "If | Needed Someone.”

The dash [—] provides an informal alternative to the colon for adding infor-
mation to a sentence. Its effect is sudden, of the moment—what springs up
impulsively to disrupt and extend in some new way the ongoing train of thought.
A pair of dashes provides an invaluable resource to writers for inserting infor-
mation within a sentence. In this usage, the rule is that the sentence must read
coherently if the inserted information is left out. (Note that to type a dash, type
two hyphens with no space between, before, or after. This distinguishes the dash
from a hyphen [-], which is the mark used for connecting two words into one.)

The dash says to the reader, “This too!” or, in the case of a pair of them,
“Remember the thought in the beginning of this sentence because we're jump-
ing to something else before we come back to finish that thought.”

Examples: For all their loveliness, the songs on Rubber Soul are not without
menace—"1'd rather see you dead little girl than to see you with
another man.”

In addition to the usual lead, rhythm, and bass guitar ensemble,
Rubber Soul introduced new instruments—notably, the harpsichord
interlude in “In My Life,” the sitar spiraling though "Norwegian
Wood"—that had not previously been heard in rock'n'roll.

NINE BASIC WRITING ERRORS AND HOW TO FIX THEM

If you’re unsure about some of the terms you encounter in the discussions of BWEs,
see the “Glossary of Grammatical Terins” at the end of this chapter. You'll also find
brief “Test Yourself” questions interspersed throughout this section. Do them: it’s
easy to conclude that you understand a problem when you are shown the correction,
but understanding is not the same thing as actively practicing. There’s an appendix to
this chapter that contains answers to these sectons, along with explanations.

BWE 1: Sentence Fragments The most basic of writing errors, a sentence
fragment, is a group of words punctuated like a complete sentence but lacking the
necessary structure: it is only part of a sentence. Typically, a sentence fragment
occurs when the group of words in question (1) lacks a subject, (2) lacks a predicate,
or (3) is a subordinate (or dependent) clause.

To fix a sentence fragment, either turn it into an independent clause by pro-
viding whatever is missing—a subject or a predicate—or attach it to an inde-
pendent clause upon which it can depend.

Noun Clause (No Predicate) As a Fragment
A world where imagination takes over and sorrow is left behind.

This fragment is not a sentence but rather a noun clause—a sentence subject
with no predicate. The fragment lacks a verb that would assert something about
the subject. (The verbs “takes over” and “is left” are in a dependent clause cre-
ated by the subordinating conjunction “where.”)

\ 353
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Corrections

A world arose where imagination takes over and sorrow is left behind. [new verb
matched to "a world”]

She entered a world where imagination takes over and sorrow is left behind.
[new subject and verb added]

The first correction adds a new verb (“arose”). The second introduces a new
subject and verb, converting the fragment into the direct object of “she entered.”

Verbal As a Fragment
Falling into debt for the fourth consecutive year.

“Falling” in the preceding fragment is not a verb. Depending on the correc-
tion, “falling” is either a verbal or part of a verb phrase.

Corrections

The company was falling into debt for the fourth consecutive year. [subject and
helping verb added]

Falling into debt for the fourth consecutive year led the company to consider
relocating. [new predicate added)]

Falling into debt for the fourth consecutive year, the company considered relo-
cating. [new subject and verb added]

In the first correction, the addition of a subject and the helping verb “was”
converts the fragment into a sentence. The second correction turns the fragment
into a gerund phrase functioning as the subject of a new sentence. The third cor-
rection converts the fragment into a participial phrase attached to a new inde-
pendent clause. (See the section entitled “Glossary of Grammatical Terms” and
look under “verbal” for definitions of “gerund” and “participle.”)

Subordinate Clause As a Fragment

| had an appointment for 11:00 and was still waiting at 11:30. Although | did get
to see the dean before lunch.

“Although” is a subordinating conjunction that calls for some kind of comple-
tion. Like “if,” “when,” “because,” “whereas,” and other subordinating conjunc-
tions (see the “Glossary of Grammatical Terms”), “although” always makes the
clause that it introduces dependent.

Corrections

| had an appointment for 11:00 and was still waiting at 11:30, although | did get
to see the dean before lunch. [fragment attached to preceding sentence]

As the correction demonstrates, the remedy lies in attaching the fragment to
an independent clause on which it can depend (or, alternatively, making the frag-
ment into a sentence by dropping the conjunction).

Sometimes writers use sentence fragments deliberately, usually for rhythm
and emphasis or to create a conversational tone. In less formal contexts, they are

generally permissible, but you run the risk that the fragment will not be per-
ceived as intentional. In formal writing assignments, it is safer to avoid inten-
tional fragments.

GMENTS T

There are fragments in each of the following three examples, probably the
result of their proximity to legitimate sentences. What's the problem in each
case, and how would you fix it?

1. Like many other anthropologists, Margaret Mead studied non-Western
cultures in such works as Coming of Age in Samoa. And influenced theories
of childhood development in America.

2. The catastrophe resulted from an engineering flaw. Because the bridge
lacked sufficient support.

3. In the 1840s the potato famine decimated Ireland. It being a country with
poor soil and antiquated methods of agriculture.

A Note on Dashes and Colons

One way to correct a fragment is to replace the period with a dash: “The campaign
required commitment. Not just money.” becomes “The campaign required
commitment—not just money.” The dash offers you one way of attaching a phrase
or dependent clause to a sentence without having to consaruct another independ-
ent clause. In short, it’s succinct. (Compare the correction that uses the dash with
another possible correction: “The campaign required commitment. It also
required money.”) Moreover, with the air of sudden interruption that the dash
conveys, it can capture the informality and immediacy that the intentional frag-
ment offers a writer.

You should be wary of overusing the dash as the slightly more presentable
cousin of the intentional fragment. The energy it carries can clash with the decorum
of formal writing contexts; for some readers, its staccato effect quickly becomes
too much of a good thing.

One alternative to this usage of the dash is the colon. It can substitute because
it also can be followed by a phrase, a list, or a clause. As with the dash, it must be
preceded by an independent clause. And it, too, carries dramatic force because it
abruptly halts the flow of the sentence.

The colon, however, does not convey informality. In place of a slapdash
effect, it trains a light on what is to follow it. Hence, as in this sentence you are
reading, it is especially appropriate for setting up certain kinds of information:
explanations, lists, or results. In the case of results, the cause or action precedes
the colon; the effect or reaction follows it.

Let us quickly review the other legitimate use of the dash: to enclose informa-
tion within a sentence. In this use, dashes precede and follow the information,
taking the role usually assigned to commas. Consider the following example:

Shortly before the election—timing its disclosures for maximal destructive
effect—the candidate’s campaign staff levied a series of charges against the
incumbent.

e
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Note that if the information within the dashes is omitted, the sentence still
reads grammatically.

BWE 2: Comma Splices and Fused (or Run-On) Sentences A comma splice
consists of two independent clauses connected (“spliced”) with a comma; a fused
(or run-on) sentence combines two such clauses with no conjunction or punctu-
ation. The solutions for both comma splices and fused sentences are the same.

1. Place a conjunction (such as “and” or “because”) between the clauses.
2. Place a semicolon between the clauses.
3. Make the clauses into separate sentences.

All of these solutions solve the same logical problem: they clarify the bound-
aries of the independent clauses for your readers.

Comma Splice

He disliked discipline, he avoided anything demanding.

Correction

Because he disliked discipline, he avoided anything demanding. [subordinating
conjunction added]

Comma Splice

Today most TV programs are violent, almost every program is about cops and
detectives.

Correction

Today most TV programs are violent; almost every program is about cops and
detectives. [semicolon replaces comma]

Because the two independent clauses in the first example contain ideas that
are closely connected logically, the most effective of the three comma-splice
solutions is to add a subordinating conjunction (“because”) to the first of the two
clauses, making it depend on the second. For the same reason—close conceptual
connection—the best solution for the next comma splice is to substitute a semi-
colon for the comma. The semicolon signals that the two independent clauses
are closely linked in meaning. In general, you can use a semicolon where you
could also use a period.

The best cures for the perpetual comma splicer: recognize the-
difference between independent and dependent clauses and get rid:
of the “pause theory” of punctuation. ' ’ ,

‘The best cures for the perpetual comma splicer are to learn to recognize the
difference between independent and dependent clauses and to get rid of the
“pause theory” of punctuation. All of the clauses in our two examples are inde-
pendent. As written, each of these should be punctuated not with a cotnma but
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rather with a period or a semicolon. Instead, the perpetual comma splicer, as
usual, acts on the “pause theory”: because the ideas in the independent clauses
are closely connected, the writer hesitates to separate them with a period. And so
the writer inserts what he or she takes to be a shorter pause—the comma. But a
comma is not a “breath” mark; it provides readers with specific grammatical
information, in each of these cases mistakenly suggesting there is only one inde-
pendent clause separated by the comma from modifying information. In the cor-
rections, by contrast, the semicolon sends the appropriate signal to the reader:
the message that it is joining two associated but independent statements.
(Adding a coordinating conjunction such as “and” would also be grammatically
correct, though possibly awkward.)

A comma is not a “breath” mark; it provides readers with specific
~ grammatical information about where independent and dependent
~clauses are. o ‘

Fused Sentence

The Indo-European language family includes many groups most languages in
Europe belong to it.

Correction

The Indo-European language family includes many groups. Most languages in
Europe belong to it. [period inserted after first independent clause]

You could also fix this fused sentence with a comma plus the coordinating
conjunction “and.” Alternatively, you might condense the whole into a single
independent clause.

Most languages in Europe belong to the Indo-European language family.

Comma Splices with Conjunctive Adverbs

Quantitative methods of data collection show broad trends, however, they
ignore specific cases.

Sociobiology poses a threat to traditional ethics, for example, it asserts that human
behavior is genetically motivated by the “selfish gene” to perpetuate itself.

Corrections

Quantitative methods of data collection show broad trends; however, they
ignore specific cases. [semicolon replaces comma before “however”]

Sociobiology poses a threat to traditional ethics; for example, it asserts that
human behavior is genetically motivated by the “selfish gene” to perpetuate
itself. [semicolon replaces comma before “for exampie”]

Both of these examples contain one of the most common forms of comma
splices. Both of them are compound sentences—that is, they contain two inde-
pendent clauses. (See the section entitled “The Compound Sentence” in
Chapter 11.) Normally, connecting the clauses with a comma and a conjunction
would be correct; for example, “Most hawks hunt alone, but osprey hunt in
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pairs.” In the preceding two comma splices, however, the independent clauses
are joined by transitional expressions known as conjunctive adverbs. (See the
“Glossary of Grammatical Terms.”) When a conjunctive adverb is used to link
two independent clauses, it #fways requires a semicolon. By contrast, when a
coordinating conjunction links the two clauses of a compound sentence, it is
atways preceded by a comma.

In most cases, depending on the sense of the sentence, the semicolon pre-
cedes the conjunctive adverb and has the effect of clarifying the division between
the two clauses. There are exceptions to this general rule, though, as in the fol-
lowing sentence:

The lazy boy did finally read a book, however; it was the least he could do.

Here “however” is a part of the first independent clause and qualifies its
claim. The sentence thus suggests that the boy was not totally lazy, because he
did get around to reading a book. Note how the meaning changes when “how-
ever” becomes the introductory word for the second independent clause.

The lazy boy did finally read a book; however, it was the least he could do.

Here the restricting force of “however” suggests that reading the book was
not much of an accomplishinent.

Wh: following sentences a comma splice? Determine the
best way to fix each one and why, and then make the correction.

1. “Virtual reality” is a new buzzword, so is “hyperspace.”

2. Many popular cures for cancer have been discredited, nevertheless, many
people continue to buy them.

3. Elvis Presley’s home, Graceland, attracts many musicians as a kind of
shrine, even Paul Simon has been there.

4. She didn’t play well with others, she sat on the bench and watched.

BWE 3: Errors in Subject-Verb Agreement The subject and the verb must
agree in number, a singular subject taking a singular verb and a plural subject
taking a plural verb. Errors in subject-verb agreement usually occur when a
writer misidentifies the subject or verb of a clause.

Agreement Problem

Various kinds of vandalism has been rapidly increasing.

Correction

Various kinds of vandalism have been rapidly increasing. [verb made plural to
match “kinds"”]

When you isolate the grammatical subject (“kinds”) and the verb (“has”) of
the original sentence, you can tell that they do not agree. Although “vandalism”
might seem to be the subject because it is closest to the verb, it is actually the

/
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object of the preposition “of.” The majority of agreement problems arise from
mistaking the object of a preposition for the actual subject of a sentence. If you
habitually make this mistake, you can begin to remedy it by familiarizing your-
self with the most common prepositions. (See the “Glossary of Grammatical
Terms,” which contains a list of these.)

Agreement Problem

Another aspect of territoriality that differentiates humans from animals are their
possession of ideas and objects.

Correction

Another aspect of territoriality that differentiates humans from animals is their
possession of ideas and objects. [verb made singular to match subject “aspect”]

The subject of the sentence is “aspect.” The two plural nouns (“humans” and
“animals”) probably encourage the mistake of using a plural verb (“are”), but
“humans” is part of the “that” clause modifying “aspect,” and “animals” is the
object of the preposition “from.”

Agreement Problem

The Republican and the Democrat both believe in doing what's best for
America, but each believe that the other doesn’t understand what's best.

Correction

The Republican and the Democrat both believe in doing what's best for
America, but each believes that the other doesn’t understand what's best. [verb
made singular to agree with subject “each”]

The word “each” is akways singular, so the verb (“believes”) must be singular
as well. The presence of a plural subject and verb in the sentence’s first inde-
pendent clause (“the Republican and the Democrat both believe”) has probably
encouraged the error.

Diagnose and correct the error in the following example.

The controversies surrounding the placement of Arthur Ashe’s statue in
Richmond was difficult for the various factions to resolve.

A Note on Nonstandard English

The term “standard written English” refers to language that conforms to the rules
and conventions adhered to by the majority of English-speaking writers. The fact is,
however, that not all speakers of English grow up hearing, reading, and writing stan-
dard written English. Some linguistic cultures in America follow, for example, a dif-
ferent set of conventions for subject-verb agreement. Their speakers do not
differentiate singular from plural verb forms with a terminal “s,” as in standard
English.

She walks home after work.

They walk home after work.
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Some speakers of English do not observe this distinction, so that the first sen-
tence becomes:

She walk home after work.

These two ways of handling subject-verb agreement are recognized by lin-
guists not in terms of right versus wrong but rather in terms of dialect difference.
A dialect is a variety of a language that is characteristic of a region or culture and
is sometimes unintelligible to outsiders. The problem for speakers of a dialect
that differs from the norm is that they can’t always rely on the ear—on what
sounds right—when they are editing according to the rules of standard written
English. Such speakers need, in effect, to learn to speak more than one dialect so
that they can edit according to the rules of standard written English in situations
where this would be expected. This often requires adding a separate proofread-
ing stage for particular errors, like subject-verb agreement, rather than relying
on what sounds right.

BWE 4: Shifts in Sentence Structure (Faulty Predication) This error involves
an illogical mismatch between subject and predicate. If you continually run afoul
of faulty predication, you might use the exercises in a handbook to drill you on
isolating the grammatical subjects and verbs of sentences, because that is the first
move you need to make in fixing the problem.

Shift
In 1987, the release of more information became available.
Correction
In 1987, more information became available for release. [new subject]

It was the “information,” not the “release,” that “became available.” The cor-
rection relocates “information” from its position as object of the preposition
“of” to the subject posidon in the sentence; it also moves “release” into a prepo-
sitional phrase.

Shift

The busing controversy was intended to rectify the inequality of educational
opportunities.

Correction

Busing was intended to rectify the inequality of educational opportunities. [new
subject formulated to match verb]

The controversy wasn't intended to rectify, but busing was.

TEST, YOURSELF‘ FAULTY PREDICATION -
Identlfy and correct the faulty predication in this example

The subject of leaiing disabilities is difficult to identify accurately.

S
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BWE 5: Errors in Pronoun Reference There are at least three forms of this
problem. All of them involve a lack of clarity about whom or what a pronoun (a
word that substitutes for a noun) refers to. The surest way to avoid difficulties is
to make certain that the pronoun relates back unambiguously to a specific word,
known as the antecedent. In the sentence “Nowadays appliances don’t last as long
as they once did,” the noun “appliances” is the antecedent of the pronoun “they.”

Pronoun—Antecedent Agreement
A pronoun must agree in number (and gender) with the noun or noun phrase that
it refers to.

Pronoun Error

It can be dangerous if a child, after watching TV, decides to practice what
they saw.

Corrections

It can be dangerous if children, after watching TV, decide to practice what they
saw. [antecedent (and verb) made plural to agree with pronouns}

It can be dangerous if a child, after watching TV, decides to practice what he or
she saw. [singular pronouns substituted to match singular antecedent “child”]

The error occurs because “child” is singular, but its antecedent pronoun,
“they,” is plural. The first correction makes both singular; the second makes
both plural. You might also observe in the first word of the example—the imper-
sonal “it"—an exception to the rule that pronouns must have antecedents.

., TEST YOURSELF: PRONOUN-ANTECEDENT AGREEMENT
What is wrong with the following sentence, and how would you fix it?

Every dog has its day, but all too often when that day happens, they can be
found barking up the wrong tree.

Ambiguous Reference
A pronoun should have only one possible antecedent. The possibility of two or
more confuses relationships within the sentence.

Pronoun Error
Children like comedians because they have a sense of humor.
Corrections

Because children have a sense of humor, they like comedians. [subordinate
"because” clause placed first, and relationship between noun "children” and
pronoun “they” tightened]

Children like comedians because comedians have a sense of humor. [pronoun
eliminated and replaced by repetition of noun]

Does “they” in the original example refer to “children” or “comedians”? The
rule in such cases of ambiguity is that the pronoun refers to the nearest possible

X
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antecedent, so here “comedians” possess the sense of humor, regardless (_)f what
the writer may intend. As the corrections demonstrate, either reordering the
sentence or repeating the noun can remove the ambiguity.

As you proofread, it’s a good idea to target your pronouns to,make sure tthha;;l
they cannot conceivably refer to more than one noun. What's wrong wi e

following sentences?

1. Alexander the Great’s father, Philip of Macedon, died when he was
twenty-six. . .

2. The committee could not look into the problem because it was too
involved.

Broad Reference _
Broad reference occurs when a pronoun refers loosely to a number of ideas

expressed in preceding clauses or sentences. It causes confusion because the reader
cannot be sure which of the ideas the pronoun refers to.

Pronoun Error

As a number of scholars have noted, Sigmund !:l"eud and Karl Marx offered
competing but also at times complementary critiques of the dehuman:znng :en:
dencies of Western capitalist society. We see this |n.Chr|stopher Lasch's analysis
of conspicuous consumption in The Culture of Narcissism.

Correction

As a number of scholars have noted, Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx off'ered
competing but also at times complementary cri'fiques of the dehun'famz‘lng ten-
dencies of Western capitalist society. We see this complementary view in
Christopher Lasch's analysis of conspicuous consumption in The Culture of
Narcissism. [broad "this” clarified by addition of noun phrase]

The word “this” in the second sentence of the uncorrected example could
refer to the fact that “a number of scholars have noted” the relatlor}shlp l-)etween
Freud and Marx, to the competition between Freud’s an(? M.al.'xs critiques of
capitalism, or to the complementary nature of the two men’s critiques.

Beware “this” as a pronoun: it’s the most comimon source of broad reference.
The remedy is generally to avoid using the word as a pronoun. Instead, conyfert
“this” into an adjective, and let it modify some noun that more clearly specifies
the referent: “this complementary view,” as in the correction or, alternatively,
“this competition” or “this scholarly perspective.”

Locate the errbrs in the folldwing examples, and provide a remedy for each.

1. Regardless of whether the film is foreign or domestic, they can be found
in your neighborhood video store. .

2. Many experts now claim that dogs and other higher mamn.lals dream; for
those who don’t own such pets, this is often difficult to believe.
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A Note on Sexism and Pronoun Usage

Errors in pronoun reference sometimes occur because of a writer’s praiseworthy
desire to avoid sexism. In most circles, the following correction of the preceding
example would be considered sexist.

It can be dangerous if a child, after watching TV, decides to practice what he saw.

Though the writer of such a sentence may intend “he” to function as a gender-
neutral impersonal pronoun, it in fact excludes girls on the basis of gender.
Implicitly, it also conveys sexual stereotypes (for example, that only boys are vio-
lent, or perhaps stupid, enough to confuse TV with reality).

The easiest way to avoid the problem of sexism in pronoun usage usually lies
in putting things into the plural form, because plural pronouns (“we,” “you,”
“they”) have no gender. (See the use of “children” in the first correction of the
pronoun-antecedent agreement example.) Alternatively, you can use the phrase
“he or she.” Many readers, however, find this phrase and its variant, “s/he,” to be
awkward constructions. Another remedy lies in rewriting the sentence to avoid
pronouns altogether, as in the following revision.

It can be dangerous if a child, after watching TV, decides to practice some vio-
lent activity portrayed on the screen.

BWE 6: Misplaced Modifiers and Dangling Participles Modifiers are words
or groups of words used to qualify, limit, intensify, or explain some other ele-
ment in a sentence. A misplaced modifier is a word or phrase that appears to
modify the wrong word or words.

Misplaced Modifier
At the age of three he caught a fish with a broken arm.

Correction

At the age of three the boy with a broken arm caught a fish. [noun replaces pro-
noun; prepositional phrase revised and relocated]

The original sentence mistakenly implies that the fish had a broken arm.
Modification errors often occur in sentences with one or more prepositional
phrases, as in this case.

Misplaced Modifier

According to legend, General George Washington crossed the Delaware and
celebrated Christmas in a small boat,

Correction

According to legend, General George Washington crossed the Delaware in a
small boat and then celebrated Christmas on shore. [prepositional phrase relo-
cated; modifiers added to second verb]

As a general rule, you can avoid misplacing a modifier by keeping it as close as
possible to what it modifies. Thus, the second correction removes the implica-
tion that Washington celebrated Christmas in a small boat. When you cannot
relocate the modifier, separate it from the rest of the sentence with a comma to
prevent readers from connecting it to the nearest noun,

N
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" You can avoid misplacing a modifier by keeping it as close as pbssible
. to what it modifies,

A dangling participle creates a particular kind of problem in modification: the
noun or pronoun that the writer intends the participial phrase to modify is not
actually present in the sentence. Thus, we have the name dangling participle: the
participle has been left dangling because the word or phrase it is meant to modify
is not there.

Dangling Participle

After debating the issue of tax credits for the elderly, the bill passed in a
close vote.

Correction

After debating the issue of tax credits for the elderly, the Senate passed the bill
in a close vote.[appropriate noun added for participle to modify]

The bill did not debate the issue, as the original example implies. As the
correction demonstrates, fixing a dangling participle involves tightening the link
between the activity implied by the participle (“debating”) and the entity
performing that activity (“the Senate”).

s

o
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Find the modification errors in the following examples and correct them.

T i

1. After eating their sandwiches, the steamboat left the dock.
2. The social workers saw an elderly woman on a bus with a cane standing up.
3. Crossing the street, a car hit the pedestrian.
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Apostrophe Error
The advisory board swiftly transacted it's business.
Correction
The advisory board swiftly transacted its business. lapostrophe dropped]

) Un’l’l}fe possessive nouns, possessive pronouns (“my,” “your,” “yours,” “her,”
M RN {8 ” M M ’
hers,” “his,” “its,” “our,” “ours,” “their,” “theirs”) never take an apostrophe

oy

S1.YOURSELE; POSSESSIVE APOSTROPHES

Find and correct any errors in the following sentence.

The womens movement has been misunderstood by many of its detractors.

BWE 8: Comma Errors  As with other rules of punctuation and grammar, the
many Fhat pertain to comma usage share an underlying aim: to clarify the ;'ela—
tionships among the parts of a sentence. Commas separate the parts of a sen-
tence grammatically. One of their primary uses, then, is to help your readers
distinguish the main clause from dependent elements, such as subordinate

clauses and long prepositional phrases. They do not signi i
cussed under “BWE 2.” ’ BNy @ pause, a5 was dis-

Comma Error

After eating the couple went home.

Correction
After eating, the couple went home. [comma added before independent clause]

Thﬁt comma after “eating” is needed to keep the main clause “visible” or sep-
arate; it marks the point at which the prepositional phrase ends and the inde-
pendent clause begins. Without this separation, readers would be invited to
contemplate cannibalism as they move across the sentence.

BWE 7: Errors in Using Possessive Apostrophes Adding ¥ to most singular
nouns will make them show possession, for example, the plant’s roots, the accoun-
tant’ ledger. You can add the apostrophe alone, without the “s,” for example, to
make plural nouns that already end with “s” show possession: the flowers’ fra-
grances, the ships’ berths (although you may also add an additional “s”).

Apostrophe Error Correction

In the absence of rhetoric study, teachers and students lack a vocabulary for

ta klllg about tl elr prose [ par prep: ona pl rase fr m
.1comma added to separate epos
t S Ol

Comma Error

In the absence of rhetoric stud
! y teachers and students lack a vocabul -
ing about their prose. viery fortalk

The loyal opposition scorned the committees decisions.

The loyal opposition scorned the committee’s decisions. Without the comma, readers would have to read the sentence twice to find

out where the prepositional phrase ends—with “study”—in order to figure out

The loyal opposition scorned the committees’ decisions. [possessive apostrophe -
yal opp where the main clause begins.

added)

The first correction assumes there was one committee; the second assumes
there were two or more.

Comma Error

Dog owners, despite their many objections will have to obey the new law.

L .
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l

i “ ite their many o
middle of the sentence (“despite t . _ :
The phrase needs to be set off with cominas because 1t contains addi

i i i eaning
mation that is not essential to the m ‘
must obey the law whether they object or not.) Phrases and clauses that function

in this way are called nonrestrictive.

Correction

Dog owners, despite their many objections, will have to obey the new law. sin-

gle comma converted to a pair of commas]

in order to isolate the phrase in the
bjections”) from the main clause.
tional infor-
of what it modifies. (Dog owners

M o M . »
A comma is needed after objections

The test of nonrestrictive phrases and clauses is to see if they can be omitted

« _
without substantially changing the message that a sentence conveys (“Dog lown
ers will have to obey the new law,” for example). Nonrestrictive elements always

take two cominas—a comma “sandwich”—Fo se: them off. ’}Jsémg (i);lyr:(rilie-
comma illogically separates the sentence’s §ub)e§t (“dog owners l)1 r?: Sen;t)ence
cate (“will have to obey™). This problem is eismr to see in a shor T neve;
You wouldn’t, for example, write “I, fell down.” As a rule, c?mmas vir! tjao 37 e
separate the subject from the verb of a sentence. (Heresl, an exception: .
Taloora, a high fashion model, watches her diet scrupulously.”)

Comma Error
Most people regardless of age like to spend money.

Correction

Most people, regardless of age, like to spend money. [comma sandwich added)]

Here commas enclose the nonrestrictive elements; you could omit .thlst,l:nfforl—
i i e fol-
imation without significantly affecting the sense. Such is not the case in

lowing two examples.
Comma Error

People, who live in glass houses, should not throw stones.

Correction

People who live in glass houses should not throw stones. [commas omitted]

Comma Error
Please return the library book, that ! left on the table.
Correction
Please return the library book that | left on the table. [comma omitted]

It is incorrect to place commas around “wh'o live in_ g!ass houses’t’hor a c'(:lnn:i
before “that I left on the table.” Each of these is a re.f.trzctzve .clau:e— t}ft 1;, i ccén-
tains information that is an essential part of wha: it modifies. Ihn fue dxrizesntal
tence, for example, if “who live in glass houses” 1s left out, the u r'lr ﬁe enta)
meaning of the sentence is lost: “People should not throw stones.
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“who” is defined by restricting it to “people” in the category of glass-house

dwellers. Similarly, in the second example the “that” clause contributes an essen-

tial meaning to “book”; the sentence is referring to not just any book but to a
particular one, the one “on the table.”

So remember the general rule: if the information in a phrase or clause can be
omitted—if it is nonessential and therefore nonrestrictive—it needs to be sepa-
rated by commas from the rest of the sentence. Moreover, note that nonrestric-
tive clauses are generally introduced by the word “which,” so a “which” clause
interpolated into a sentence takes a comma sandwich. (“The dinner, which I
bought for $20, made me sick.”) By contrast, a restrictive clause is introduced by
the word “that” and takes no commas.

Consider the following examples as a pair. Punctuate them as necessary, and
then briefly articulate how the meanings of the two sentences differ.

1. The book which I had read a few years ago contained a lot of outdated data.
2. The book that I had read a few years ago contained a lot of outdated data.

BWE 9: Spelling/Diction Errors That Interfere with Meaning Misspellings
are always a problem in a final draft, insofar as they undermine your authority by
inviting readers to perceive you as careless (at best). If you make a habit of using
the spellchecker of a word processor, you will take care of most misspellings. But
the problems that a spellchecker won’t catch are the ones that can often hurt you
most. These are actually diction errors—incorrect word choices in which you have
confused one word with another that it closely resembles. In such cases, you
have spelled the word correctly, but it’s the wrong word. Because it means some-
thing other than what you've intended, you end up misleading your readers. (See
“Shades of Meaning” in Chapter 10.) ‘

The best way to avoid this problem is to memorize the differences between
pairs of words that are commonly confused with each other but that have distinct
meanings. The following examples illustrate a few of the inost common and seri-

ous of these errors. Most handbooks contain a glossary of usage that cites more of
these sites of confusion.

Spelling/Diction Error: "It's” Versus "Its"

Although you can‘t tell a book by its’ cover, its fairly easy to get the general idea
from the introduction.

Correction

Although you can't tell a book by its cover, it’s fairly easy to get the general idea

from the introduction. [apostrophe dropped from possessive and added to

contraction]

“It’s” is a contraction for “it is.” “Its” is a possessive pronoun meaning
“belonging to it.” If you confuse the two, it’s likely that your sentence will mis-
lead 7ts readers.
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Spelling/Diction Error: “Their"” Versus “There” Versus “They're”

Their are ways of learning about the cuisine of northern India bfesides goir?g
their to watch the master chefs and learn there secrets—assuming their willing

to share them,
Correction

There are ways of learning about the cuisine of northern India l:?esides going
there to watch the master chefs and learn their secrets—assuming they're will-
ing to share them. [expletive “there,” adverb “therg," possessive pronoun
"their,” and contraction “"they're” inserted appropriately]

»
“There” as an adverb normally refers to a place; “there” can also .be used as ;ln
expletive to introduce a clause, as in the first usage of the corr‘ectlon.”(See e
. ; ] e i
discussion of expletives under “Cutting the Fat” in Chapter 11.) “Their is a pos
sessive pronoun meaning “belonging to them.” “They’re” is a contraction for
“they are.”
Spelling/Diction Error: “Then” Versus “Than"

If a person would rather break a law then obey it, than he or she must be willing
to face the consequences.

Correction

If a person would rather break a law than obey it, then he or she must be w’illling :c‘o
face the consequences. [comparative “than” distinguished from temporal “then”]

. . 43
“Than” is a conjunction used with a comparison, for example, rather. X than
Y.” “Then” is an adverb used to indicate what comes next in relation to time, for

example, “first X, then Y.”
Spelling/Diction Error: "Effect” Versus “Affect”

It is simply the case that BWEs adversely effect the way that reader.s judge what
a writer has to say. It follows that writers who include lots of BWEs in their prose
may not have calculated the disastrous affects of these mistakes.

Correction

It is simply the case that BWEs adversely affect the way that reader§ judge what
a writer has to say. It follows that writers who include lots .of BWEs in th‘?»;fpro’s:e
may not have calculated the disastrous effects of these mistakes. [verb “affect
and noun “effects” inserted appropriately]

In their most common usages, “affect” is a verb meaning “to inﬂuencet” and
“effect” is a noun meaning “the result of an action or cause.” The confusion of
“affect” and “effect” is enlarged by the fact that both of tbese word,s, have sec-
ondary meanings: the verb “to effect” means “to cause or bfmg abqut ; the noun
“affect” is used in psychology to mean “emotion or fe§lmg.’ Thus, 1f you confuse
these two words, you will inadvertently make a meaning radically different from

the one you intend.
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Make corrections as necessary in the following paragraph.

Its not sufficiently acknowledged that the behavior of public officials is not just
an ethical issue but one that effects the sale of newspapers and commercial
bytes in television news. When public officials don't do what their supposed to
do, than their sure to face the affects of public opinion—if they get caught—
because there are dollars to be made. Its that simple: money more then morality
is calling the tune in the way that the press treats it's superstars.

C. GLOSSARY OF GRAMMATICAL TERMS

adjective An adjective is a part of speech that usually modifies a noun or pro-
noun, for example, blue, boring, boisterous.

adverb An adverb is a part of speech that modifies an adjective, adverb, or verb,
for example, heavily, babitually, very. The adverbial form generally differs from
the adjectival form via the addition of the ending “~ly”; for example, happy is an
adjective, and happily is an adverb.

clause (independent and dependent) A clause is any group of words that con-
tains both a subject and a predicate. An independent clause (also known as a
main clause) can stand alone as a sentence. For example,

The most famous revolutionaries of this century have all, in one way or
another, offered a vision of a classless society.

The subject of this independent clause is “revolutionaries,” the verb is “have
offered,” and the direct object is “vision.” By contrast, a dependent (or
subordinate) clause is any group of words containing a subject and verb
that cannot stand alone as a separate sentence because it depends on an inde-
pendent clause to complete its meaning. The following sentence adds two
dependent clauses to our previous example:

The most famous revolutionaries of this century have all, in one way or
another, offered a vision of a classless society, although most historians would
agree that this ideal has never been achieved.

"The origin of the word “depend” is “to hang”: a dependent clause literally hangs
on the independent clause. In the preceding example, neither “although most
historians would agree” nor “that this ideal has never been achieved” can stand
independently. The “that” clause relies on the “although” clause, which in turn
relies on the main clause. “That” and “although” function as subordinating
conjunctions; by eliminating them, we could rewrite the sentence to contain
three independent clauses:

The most famous revolutionaries of this century have all, in one way or
another, offered a vision of a classless society. Most historians would agree on
one judgment about this vision: it has never been achieved.

.



370/

CHAPTER 14 NINE BASIC WRITING ERRORS AND HOW TO FIX THEM

7

comma splice A comma splice consists of two independent clauses incorrectly
connected (spliced) with a conma, See “BWE 2.”

conjunction (coordinating and subordinating) A conjunction is a part of speech
that connects words, phrases, or clauses, for example, and, but, although. The con-
junction in some way defines that connection: for examplt?, and links; bu.t sepa-
rates. All conjunctions define connections in one of two basic ways. Coordmaq:xg
conjunctions connect words or groups of words that have equal grammatical
importance. The coordinating conjunctions are and, but, or, nor, for, so, apd yet.
Subordinating conjunctions introduce a dependent clause and' connect it to a
main clause. Here is a partial list of the most common subordmatmg'conjunc—
tions: after, although, as, as if; as long as, because, before, if, rather than, since, than,
that, though, unless, until, when, where, whetber, and while.

conjunctive adverb A conjunctive adverb is a word that links two independent
clauses (as a conjunction) but that also modifies the clause it introduces (as an
adverb). Some of the most common conjunctive adverbs are consequently, further-
more, bowever, moreover, nevertheless, similarly, therefore, and thus. Phrases can a.lso
serve this function, such as for example and on the other band. When conjunctive
adverbs are used to link two independent clauses, they always require a semicolon:

Many pharmaceutical chains now offer their own generic versions of common

drugs; however, many consumers continue to spend more for name brands
that contain the same active ingredients as the generics.

When conjunctive adverbs occur within an independent clause, however, they
are enclosed in a pair of commas, as is the case with the use of however earlier in
this sentence.

coordination Coordination refers to grammatically equal words, phrases, or
clauses. Coordinate constructions are used to give elements in a sentence qual
weight or importance. In the sentence “The tall, thin lawer badgered the wit-
ness, but the judge interceded,” the clauses “The tall, thin lawyer badgered thi
witness” and “but the judge interceded” are coordinate clauses; “tall” and “thin
are coordinate adjectives.

dependent clause (see clause)

direct object 'The direct object is a noun or pronoun that receives the action

. . g
carried by the verb and performed by the subject. In the sentence, “Certain
mushrooms can kill you,” “you” is the direct object.

gerund (see verbals)

fused {(or run-on) sentence A fused sentence incorrectly combines two inde-
. . . - ”
pendent clauses with no conjunction or punctuation. See “BWE 2.

independent clause (see clause)

infinitive (see verbals)
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main clause (see clause)

noun A noun is a part of speech that naines a person (woman), place (town),
thing (book), idea (justice), quality (irony), or action (betrayal).

object of the preposition (see preposition)
participle and participial phrase (see verbals)

pbrase A phrase is a group of words occurring in a meaningful sequence that
lacks either a subject or a predicate. This absence distinguishes it froin a clause,
which contains both a subject and a predicate. Phrases function in sentences as
adjectives, adverbs, nouns, or verbs. They are customarily classified according to
the part of speech of their key word: “over the mountain” is a prepositional
phrase; “running for office” is a participial phrase; “had been disciplined” is a
verb phrase; “desktop graphics” is a noun phrase; and so forth.

predicate "The predicate contains the verb of a sentence or clause, making some
kind of statement about the subject. The predicate of the preceding sentence is
“contains the verb, making some kind of statement about the subject.” The sim-
ple predicate—the verb to which the other words in the sentence are attached—
is “contains.”

preposition, prepositional pbrase A preposition is a part of speech that links a
noun or pronoun to some other word in the sentence. Prepositions usually
express a reladonship of dme (after) or space (above) or direction (toward). The
noun to which the preposition is attached is known as the object of the preposi-
tion. A preposition, its object, and any modifiers comprise a prepositional
phrase. “With love from me to you” strings together tliree prepositional phrases.
Here is a partial list of the most common prepositions: about, abave, across,
after, among, at, before, bebind, between, by, during, for, from, in, into, like, of, on,
out, over, since, through, to, toward, under, until, up, upon, with, within, and
without.

pronoun A pronoun is a part of speech that substitutes for a noun, such as [,
you, he, she, it, we, and they.

run-on (or fused) sentence A run-on sentence incorrectly combines two inde-
pendent clauses with no conjunction or punctuation. See “BWE 2.”

sentence A sentence is a unit of expression that can stand independently. It con-
tains two parts, a subject and a predicate. The shortest sentence in the Bible,
for example, is “Jesus wept.” “Jesus” is the subject; “wept” is the predicate.

sentence fragment A sentence fragment is a group of words incorrectly punctu-
ated like a complete sentence but lacking the necessary structure; it is only a part
of a sentence. “Walking down the road” and “the origin of the problem” are
both fragments because neither contains a predicate. See “BWE 1.”

N
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subject 'The subject, in most cases a noun or pronoun, names the doer of the
action in a sentence or identifies what the predicate is about. The subject of the
previous sentence, for example, is “the subject, in most cases a noun or pro-
noun.” The simple subject of that sentence—the noun to which the other words
in the sentence are attached—is “subject.”

subordination, subordinating conjunctions “Subordination” refers to the
placement of certain grammatical units, particularly phrases and clauses, at a
lower, less important structural level than other elements. As with coordination,
the grammatical ranking carries conceptual significance as well: whatever is
grammatically subordinated appears less important than the information carried
in the main clause. In the following example, the 486-based personal computer is
subordinated both grammatically and conceptually to the Pentium-based PC:

Although 486-based personal computers continue to improve in speed, the
new Pentium-based PC systems have thoroughly outclassed them.

Here “although” is a subordinating conjunction that introduces a subordinate
clause, also known as a dependent clause.

verb A verb is a part of speech that describes an action (goes), states how
something was affected by an action (became angered), or expresses a state of
being (is).

verbals (participles, gerunds, and infinitives) Verbals are words derived from
verbs. They are verb forms that look like verbs but, as determined by the struc-
ture of the sentence they appear in, they function as nouns, adjectives, or
adverbs. There are three forms of verbals.

An infinitive—composed of the root form of a verb plus to (to e, to vore)—
becomes a verbal when it is used as a noun (“7¢ eat is essential”), an adjective
(“These are the books to 7ead”), or an adverh (“He was too sick to walk”).

Similarly, a participle—usually composed of the root formn of a verb plus “~ing”
(present participle) or “—ed” (past participle)}—becomes a verbal when used as an
adjective. It can occur as a single word, modifying a noun, as in faltering negotiations
or finished business. But it also can occur in a participial phrase, consisting of the
participle, its object, and any inodifiers. Here are two examples:

Having been tried and convicted, the criminal was sentenced to life
imprisonment.

Following the path of most resistance, the masochist took deep pleasure in his
frustration.

“Having been tried and convicted” is a participial phrase that modifies “crimi-
nal”; “Following the path of most resistance” is a participial phrase that modifies
“masochist.” In each case, the participial phrase functions as an adjective.

"The third form of verbal, the gerund, resembles the participle. Like the partici-
ple, it is formed by adding “~ing” to the root form of the verb, but unlike the
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participle, it is used as a noun. In the sentence “Swimming is extraordinarily aer-
o e : . )

obic,” the gerund ‘swimming” functions as the subject. Again like participles,

gerunds can occur in phrases. The gerund phrases are italicized in the following

exaplple: “Watching a fibm adaptation takes less effort than reading the book from
which it was made.”

When using a verbal, remember that although it resembles a verb, it cannot

functio - Cn - o
n alone as the verb in a sentence: Being a military genius” is a fragment,
not a sentence.

‘ ASSIGNMENT: Grammar and Style Quiz

Here is an error-laden paragraph to rewrite and correct by making changes in
grammar and punctuation as necessary. You may need to add, drop, or rearrange
words, but do not add any periods. That way, you will be able to test yourself on
your ability to use commas plus conjunctions, semicolons, colons, and dashes
rather than avoid these options by separating each independent clause into a sim-
ple sentence. The quiz also contains a few stylistic problems addressed in Chapters

10 and .1 1. A discussion of the errors and how to fix them can be found in the
Appendix to this chapter.

(1] Itis a fact that fraternities and sororities are a major part of student life at the
[2] university, students are preoccupied with pledging. This is not approved of by
[3] most members of the faculty, however, they feel helpless about attacking them.
[4] Perceiving that the greek societies are attractive to the students but at the same
[5] time encouraging anti-intellectualism, it is not an issue that can be addressed
[6] easily. The student, who wants to be popular and cool feels that he should not
[7] talk in class, because interest in academics or having ideas outside class is
[8] uncool. Its more important to pledge the right house then being smart. If the
[9] administration would create alternatives to Greek life such as a honors program
[10] students lives would be more enriched. Although for now raising the cumulative
[11] grade point necessary to pledge and remain active would be a good start.
[12] Contrary to the University's stance against gender discrimination Greek life
[13] perpetuates gender stereotypes; for example, the dances at each house for
[14] freshman women but not men. Some of the best students agree with this but

[15] mistakenly believes that most faculty endorse the system. P

N
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1. In correcting grammar, seek to discover the patterns of error in your
* writing, and unlearn the logic that has led you to make certain kinds.of

" errors recurrently.

2. Check the draft for errors. that obscure the boundaries of sentences:
fragments, comma splices, and run-ons. Begin by isolating the simple

- subject and predicate in the main clause(s) of every sentence (to make
sure they exist); this check will also help you to spot faulty predication
and errors in subject—verb agreement. Then, check to see that each

independent clause is separated from others by a period, a comma plus -

: coordinating conjunction, of a semicolon.

3. Check your sentences for ambiguity (the potential of being read in more
than one way) by deliberately trying to misread them. If your sentence
can be read to mean something other than what you intended, the most
common causes are misplaced and dangling modifiers and errors in pro-
noun reference. - :
4. Fix errors in pronoun reference and misplaced modifiers by making sure
that every pronoun has only one clear antecedent and that every modi-
fying word or phrase is placed as close as possible to the part of the sen-
tence it modifies. :

8 5. Avoid dangling modifiers by being sure that the noun or pronoun being

modified is actually present in the sentence. Avoid broad reference by
adding the appropriate noun or noun phrase after the pronoun “this.”

(You can greatly improve the clarity of your prose just by avoiding use of

 the vague “this,” especially at the beginnings of sentences.)

8 6. Check that commas are separating dependent clauses, long preposi-

tional phrases, or other modifying elements from the main clause. A
comma is not a pause; its function is to help readers locate your sen-
tence’s main (independent) clause(s).

7. Enclose nonrestrictive modifiers placed between the subject and predi-:

cate of a sentence in a pair of commas or—for more emphasis—in a pair
of dashes. A nonrestrictive modifier is a phrase, often beginning with
“which,” that can be deleted from the sentence without changing the
sentence’s meaning.
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Chapter 14 Appendix
Answer Key (with Discussion)

TEST YOURSELF SECTIONS

Test Yourself: Fragments

Orig.inal example: Like many other anthropologists, Margaret Mead
studied non_—Western cultures in such works as Coming of Age in
Samoa. And influenced theories of childhood development in America.

Flob'em- lhe Second sentence ! g ’ p
t ce IS actual a ha ment, a |ed|cate m
“eed OI a SubjeCt. y

Poss'lble correction: Like many other anthropologists, Margaret Mead
studied non-Western cultures (in such works as Coming of Age in

Samoa) in ways that infl i i i
Somoa) | Y influenced theories of childhood development in

Comment: There are many ways to fix this example, but its original
forn"'\ leaves ambiguous whether the fragment refers only to “Mead” or
to “many other anthropologists” as well. The correction offered
mcludes. the other anthropologists in the referent and diminishes the
emphasis on Mead's book by placing it within parentheses. Although
the correction uses a subordinating “that” to incorporate the fragme%t

into the first sentence, it kee is i ion i i
, ps this information in an emphatic iti
at the end of the sentence. P position

Original example: The catastro i
: phe resulted from an engineeri
Because the bridge lacked sufficient support. ? g flaw

P . .
F roblem." The second sentence is actually a dependent clause;
because” always subordinates. ’

Possible correction: The
: catastrophe resulted from an engineeri
flaw: the bridge lacked sufficient support. ? e

Commen.t: BeFayse the colon has causal force, this is an ideal spot to
use one, identifying the “flaw.”

;)r.lginal example.: In the 1840s the potato famine decimated Ireland. It
eing a country with poor soil and antiquated methods of agriculture.

Problem: The second sentence i
: ce is actually a fragment, a J
long participial phrase. ! ’ -2 subject plus 2
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Possible correction: In the 1840s the potato famine decimated Ireland,
a country with poor and antiquated methods of agriculture.

Comment: The cause of this kind of fragment is usually thgt .the writer mis-
takenly believes that “being” is a verb rather than a participle that intro-
duces a long phrase (modifying “Ireland” in thl? case). I't ?Nould also be
correct simply to change the period to a comma in the original sentence.

Test Yourself: Comma Splices

H " ”n
Original example: “Virtual reality” is a new buzzword, so is “hyperspace.

Problem: This is a comma splice—both clauses are independent, yet
they are joined with a comma.

. s u i
Possible correction: “Virtual reality” is a new buzzword; so is “hyper
space.”

Comment: Because the clauses are linked by association—both naming
buzzwords—a semicolon would show that association. A writer could
also condense the clauses into a simple sentence with a c?mpound
subject, for example, "Both ‘virtual reality’ and 'hyperspace’ are new
buzzwords.”

Original example: Many popular cures for cancer have been discred-
ited, nevertheless, many people continue to buy them.

Problem: A comma splice results from the incorrectly punctuated con-
junctive adverb “nevertheless.”

Possible correction: Many popular cures for cancer have been discred-
ited; nevertheless, many people continue to buy them.

Comment: Without the semicolon to separate the independent
clauses, the conjunctive adverb could conceivably modify either the
preceding or the following clause. This problem is usually worse with
"however."

Original example: Elvis Presley's home, Graceland, attracts many musi-
cians as a kind of shrine, even Paul Simon has been there.

Problem: This is a comma splice—the two independent clauses are
linked by a comma without a conjunction. The problem is exacer!aated
by the number of commas in the sentence; the reader cannot easily tell
which one is used to separate the clauses.

Possible correction: Elvis Prestey’s home, Graceland, attracts many
musicians as a kind of shrine—even Paul Simon has been there.

Comment: Although one could justly use a semicolon here, the dash
conveys the impromptu effect of an afterthought.

/
. {
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Original example: She didn't play well with others, she sat on the
bench and watched.

Problem: Because the second clause develops the first one, a writer
might think that it is dependent on the first; conceptually, yes, but
grammatically, no.

Possible correction: She didn’t play well with others; she sat on the
bench and watched.

Comment: If the writer wanted to link the two clauses more tightly, a
colon would be appropriate instead of the semicolon.

Test Yourself: Subject—Verb Agreement

Original example: The controversies surrounding the placement of

Arthur Ashe’s statue in Richmond was difficult for the various factions to
resolve.

Problem: The grammatical subject of the main clause (“controversies”)
is plural; the verb ("was”) is singular.

Possible corrections: The controversies surrounding the placement of
Arthur Ashe’s statue in Richmond were difficult for the various factions
to resolve (or, The controversy . . . was).

Comment: An error of this kind is encouraged by two factors: the dis-
tance of the verb from the subject and the presence of intervening
prepositional phrases that use singular objects, either of which a writer
might mistake for the grammatical subject of the main clause.

Test Yourself: Faulty Predication

Original example: The subject of learning disabilities is difficult to iden-
tify accurately.

Problem: The predicate matches the object of the preposition (“learn-
ing disabilities”) rather than the subject of the main clause ("subject”).

Possible correction: Learning disabilities are difficult to identify
accurately.

Comment: Omitting the abstract opening ("The subject of”) enables
the predicate (“are”) to fit the new grammatical subject (“disabilities”).

Test Yourself: Pronoun—Antecedent Agreement

Original example: Every dog has its day, but all too often when that
day happens, they can be found barking up the wrong tree.

Problem: The plural pronoun “they” that is the grammatical subject of
the second clause does not have a plural antecedent in the sentence.

[ —
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Possible correction: Every dog has its day, but all too often when that
day happens, the dog can be found barking up the wrong tree.

Comment: If a writer vigilantly checks all pronouns, he or she will iden-
tify the intended antecedent of the pronoun “they” to be the singular
“dog"” and revise accordingly. The sentence would still be incorrect if
the pronoun “it" were used instead of the repeated “dog,” because
“it" could refer to the nearest preceding noun, “day.”

Test Yourself: Ambiguous Reference

Original example: Alexander the Great's father, Philip of Macedon,
died when he was twenty-six.

Problem: A reader can’t be sure whether “he"” refers to Alexander or to
Philip.

Possible correction: Alexander the Great's father, Philip of Macedon,
died at the age of twenty-six.

Comment: The correction rewords to remove the ambiguous pronoun.
This solution is less awkward than repeating “Philip” in place of “he,”
though that would also be correct.

Original example: The committee could not look into the problem
because it was too involved.

Problem: A reader can't be sure whether “it” refers to “the committee”
or to “the problem.”

Possible correction: The committee was too involved with other mat-
ters to look into the problem.

Comment: As with the previous example, rewording to eliminate the
ambiguous pronoun is usually the best solution.

Test Yourself: Broad Reference

Original example: Regardless of whether the film is foreign or domes-
tic, they can be found in your neighborhood video store.

Problem: The plural pronoun “they” does not have a plural antecedent
in the sentence.

Possible correction: Regardless of whether the film is foreign or
domestic, it can be found in your neighborhood video store.

Comment: Although the sentence offers two options for films, the word
“film" is singular and so, as antecedent, requires a singular pronoun
("it"). It is probably worth noting here that "“it” would still be correct
even if the original sentence began, "Regardless of whether the film is a
foreign film or a domestic film.” The rule for compound subjects that
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use an either/or construction is as follows: the number (singular or plu-
ral) of the noun or pronoun that follows or determines the number of
the verb. Compare the following two examples: “Either several of his
aides or the candidate is going to speak” and “Either the candidate or
several of his aides are going to speak.”

Original example: Many experts now claim that dogs and other higher
mammals dream; for those who don't own such pets, this is often diffi-
cult to believe.

Problem: The referent of the pronoun “this” is unclear. Precisely what is
“difficult to believe”—that mammals dream or that experts would make
such a claim?

Possible correction: Many experts now claim that dogs and other
higher mammals dream; for those who don’t own such pets, this claim is
often difficult to believe.

Comment: Often the best way to fix a problem with broad reference
produced by use of “this” as a pronoun is to convert “this” to an
adjective—a strategy that will require a writer to provide a specifying
noun for “this” to modify. As a rule, when you find an isolated “this” in
your draft, ask and answer the question “This what?”

Test Yourself: Modification Errors

Original example: After eating their sandwiches, the steamboat left
the dock.

Problem: This is a dangling participle—the grammar of the sentence
conveys that the steamboat ate their sandwiches.

Corrections: After the girls ate their sandwiches, the steamboat left the
dock. Or, After eating their sandwiches, the girls boarded the steam-
boat, and it left the dock.

Comment: The two corrections model the two ways of remedying most
dangling participles. Both provide an antecedent ("the girls”) for the
pronoun “their.” The first correction eliminates the participial phrase
and substitutes a subordinate clause. The second correction adds to the
existing main clause ("“steamboat left") another one ("girls boarded”)
for the participial phrase to modify appropriately.

Original example: The social workers saw an elderly woman on a bus
with a cane standing up.

Problem: Misplaced modifiers create the problems in this sentence,
which implies that the bus possessed a cane that was standing up. The
problem exemplified here is produced from the series of prepositional
phrases—"on a bus with a cane”"—followed by the participial phrase

N
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“standing up,” which is used as an adjective and intended to modify
"woman.”

Possible correction: The social workers saw an elderly woman on a bus.
She was standing up with the help of a cane.

Comment: Writers often try to cram too much into sentences, piling on
the prepositions. The best remedy is sometimes to break up the sen-
tence, a move that usually involves eliminating prepositions, which pos-
sess a sludgy kind of movement, and adding verbs, which possess more
distinct movement.

Original example: Crossing the street, a car hit the pedestrian.

Problem: The dangling participle {("Crossing the street”) does not have
a word to modify in the sentence. The sentence conveys that the car
crossed the street.

Possible corrections: Crossing the street, the pedestrian was hit by a
car. Or: As the pedestrian crossed the street, a car hit him.

Comment: The first solution brings the participial phrase closest to the
noun it modifies (“pedestrian”). The second converts the participial into
the verb {“crossed”) of a dependent “as” clause and moves “pedes-
trian” into the clause as the subject for that verb. As in the “steamboat”
example, one correction provides an appropriate noun for the particip-
ial phrase to modify, and the other eliminates the participle.

Test Yourself: Possessive Apostropbes

Original example: The womens movement has been misunderstood by
many of its detractors.

Problem: The possessive apostrophe for “womens” is missing. The
trickiness here in inserting the apostrophe is that this word is already
plural.

Possible correction: The women's movement has been misunderstood
by many of its detractors.

Comment: Because the word is already plural, it takes a simple “~'s" to
indicate a movement belonging to women—not "-s’” (womens’).

Test Yourself: Comma Errors

Original paired examples: The book which | had read a few years ago
contained a lot of outdated data.

The book that | had read a few years ago contained a lot of outdated data.
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Problem: In the first example, the modifying clause “which | had read a
few years ago” is nonrestrictive: it could be omitted without changing
the essential meaning of the sentence. Therefore, it needs to be
enclosed in commas—as the "which” signals.

Possible correction: The book, which | had read a few years ago, con-
tained a lot of outdated data.

Comment: The second example in the pair is correct as it stands. The
restrictive clause, “that ] had read a few years ago,” does not take commas
around it because the information it gives readers is an essential part of
the meaning of “book.” That is, it refers to not just any book read a few
years ago, as in the first example in the pair, but rather specifies the one
containing outdated data. “The book that | had read a few years ago” thus
functions as what is known as a noun phrase.

Test Yourself: Spelling/Diction Errors

Original example: Its not sufficiently acknowledged that the behavior
of public officials is not just an ethical issue but one that effects the sale
of newspapers and commercial bytes in television news. When public
officials don't do what their supposed to do, than their sure to face the
affects of public opinion—if they get caught—because there are dol-
lars to be made. Its that simple: money more then morality is calling
the tune in the way that the press treats it's superstars.

Problems: The paragraph confuses the paired terms discussed under
“BWE 9.” It mistakes

“its” for “it's” before “not sufficiently.”

"effects” for "affects” before “the sale.”

“their” for “they’re” before “supposed.”

“than” for “then” before “their sure.”

“they're” for “their” before "sure.”

"affects” for “effects” before "of public opinion.”

"“its” for "it's" before “that simple.”

“then"” for “than” before “morality.”

“it's” for “its” before “superstars.”

Possible correction: It's not sufficiently acknowledged that the behav-
ior of public officials is not just an ethical issue but one that affects the
sale of newspapers and commercial bytes in television news. When
public officials don’t do what they’re supposed to do, then they're sure
to face the effects of public opinion—if they get caught—because there
are dollars to be made. It's that simple: money more than morality is
calling the tune in the way that the press treats its superstars.

Comment: If you confuse similar words, the only solution is to memo-
rize the differences and consciously check your drafts for any problems
until habit takes hold.




382 ) CHAPTER 14 NINE BASIC WRITING ERRORS AND HOW TO FIXTHEM

-

GRAMMAR AND STYLE QUIZ

The answers offered here are not exclusive—the only ways to correct the prob-
lems. In some cases, we have offered various satisfactory remedies, and as previ-
ously noted, a few of the suggested revisions—marked by a bullet—address editing
for style (Chapters 10 and 11) rather than editing for correcmess.

Line 1

¢ There are no graminatical errors per se, but “It is a fact that” is a wordy
expletive that should be cut.

Line 2

¢ There is a comma splice between “university” and “students”: insert a
semicolon as the preferred option.

¢ “This,” beginning the next sentence, is a broad reference and should be
converted into an adjective, with a noun or noun phrase added, such as
“This preoccupation” or “This dominance by Greek societies.”

¢ In addition, a writer might recast the passive verb into the active: “Most
faculty members do not approve of . . .”

Line 3

*  There is a comma splice after “faculty”: insert a semicolon.

*  The antecedent of the pronoun “them” is ambiguous: substitute a noun
such as “the Greeks.”

Line 4

*  “Perceiving” is a dangling participle: either recast to include a subject in
a dependent clause (such as “Because most faculty members perceive”)
or insert “most faculty members” as a referent for the participle before
“it” in Line 5.

* Capitalize “Greek.”

Line §

¢ Fix faulty parallelism: introduce the second item (“encouraging anti-
intellectualismn”) with another “that” (“but at the same time that they
encourage”).

¢ The “itis” (an expletive) creates problems with broad reference. If Line 4
has been changed by eliminating the participle (using some version of the
“Because most faculty members feel” option), recast the main clause. For
example, following “anti-intellectualism,” the sentence might read, “this
issue cannot be addressed easily.” If Line 4 has retained the participial
phrase, then the revision would need to read something like “most fac-
ulty members believe that this issue cannot be addressed easily.”

CHAPTER (4 APPENDIX 3t

N
Line 6

*  The “who” clause is restrictive: the comma must be dropped.

*  The *he” is sexist: use “he or she,” or change the number—to “Students
who want ... feel that they.”

Line 7

*  Fix faulty parallelism: change “interest in” to “being interested in” so as

to match “having ideas.”

Line 8

*  Possessive “Its” should be the contraction “It’.”
* Temporal “then” should be the comparative “than.”
*  Fix faulty parallelism: change “being” to “to be” to match “to pledge.”

Line 9

*  Change “a honors” to “an honors.”

* Insert commas around the nonrestrictive modifying phrase “such as an
honors program”: these will separate it from both the long introductory
e - -
dependent “if” clause that precedes it and the main clause that follows.

Line 10

*  Make “students” a plural possessive: “students’ lives.”
*  The “more enriched” is arguably wordy: “richer” is leaner.

“Although” is a subordinating conjunction that creates a sentence frag-
ment. The easiest solution is to cut it, though a writer could also attach

3 43 ” 3 M
theden}tlxre although” clause to the previous sentence, using a comma
or dash.

Line 11
*  Thisis part of the fragment that began in Line 10.

Line 12

*  Fix the possessive: make it “University’s.”
*  Fix the case of the noun: make it “university’s.”

*  Place a comma after “discrimination” to separate the long introductory
modifying phrases from the main clause.

Line 13

*  The semicolon is incorrect, because the sentence does not contain two

independent clauses. A colon is better than a dash here, though both are
technically correct.
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Line 14 !

¢ Most rhetoricians consider “freshman” sexist: substitute “first-year.”

*  The use of “this” is another egregious case of broad reference (ask,
“Agree with this what?). The best solution is probably to rewrite this
part of the sentence to clarify the meaning. For example, make it “Some
of the best students object to Greek life in these terms and oppose the
administration’s handling of the Greeks .. .”

Line 15

¢  Fix subject—verb agreement: make it “some . . . believe.”

Here is how one corrected version of the quiz might look:

Fraternities and sororities are a major part of student life at the uni-
versity: students are preoccupied with pledging. Most faculty members
do not approve of this dominance by Greek societies; however, they
feel helpless about attacking the Greeks. Because faculty members per-
ceive that the Greek societies are attractive to the students but at the
same time that they encourage anti-intellectualism, this issue cannot be
addressed easily. The student who wants to be popular and cool feels
that he or she should not talk in class, because being interested in aca-
demics or having ideas outside class is uncool. It's more important to
pledge the right house than to be smart. If the administration would cre-
ate alternatives to Greek life, such as an honors program, the students’
lives would be richer. For now, raising the cumulative grade point nec-
essary to pledge and remain active would be a good start to solving the
problem of Greek domination. Contrary to the university's stance
against gender discrimination, Greek life perpetuates gender stereo-
types: for example, the dances at each house for first-year women but
not men. Some of the best students object to Greek life in these terms
and oppose the administration’s handling of the Greeks. But many of
these same students mistakenly believe that most faculty members
endorse the system.




