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Grammar and punctuation


SENTENCE ERRORS

1. Sentence Fragments (Incomplete Sentences) 

· A sentence must have a subject and a verb if it is to make sense. 

Incorrect: John, being a friendly computer salesman and baseball fan.
Correct: John, being a friendly computer salesman and baseball fan, refused to argue. 
 

· A subordinate clause (or a dependent clause) is incomplete.

Incorrect: Because we are baseball fans.

Correct: We watched the All-Star Game because we are baseball fans.

Correct: Because we are baseball fans, we watched the All-Star Game. 

2. Run-On Sentences 

A run-on sentence consists of two or more main clauses that are run together without proper punctuation. Sometimes even sentences which are technically correct are easier to read if they are made into shorter sentences. 

Incorrect: The boy showed us his tickets someone gave them to him. 

Correct: The boy showed us his tickets. Someone gave them to him. 

3. Dangling Modifiers 

A dangling modifier is a phrase or clause which says something different from what is meant because words are left out. The meaning of the sentence, therefore, is left "dangling." 

Incorrect: While driving on Greenwood Avenue yesterday afternoon, a tree began to fall toward Wendy H's car. 

Correct: While Wendy H was driving on Greenwood Avenue yesterday afternoon, a tree began to fall toward her car.

4. Misplaced Modifiers 

A misplaced modifier is simply a word or phrase describing something but not placed near enough the word it is supposed to modify. The modifier is just in the wrong place. 

Incorrect: I had to take down the shutters painting the house yesterday.

Correct: Painting the house yesterday, I had to take down the shutters.

5. Pronouns with Than or As 

In a majority of cases when we use a comparison using than or as, we leave words out. This is technically called an elliptical clause--a clause with an ellipsis. An ellipsis is words left out. 

There is a difference between the two following sentences. Both are grammatically correct; they just mean two different things. 

He likes you more than me. 

He likes you more than I.

6. Subject-verb agreement

Compound subjects 

Two or more singular subjects joined by or or nor take a singular verb. 

Neither John nor Mary knows what happened. 

A compound subject whose parts are joined by and normally takes a plural verb.

Joe and his brother know what happened. 

Two or more plural subjects joined by any conjunction (including and, or, but, or nor) take a plural verb. 

Both men and women are allowed to enter. 

If one or more singular subject is joined to one or more plural subject by or or nor, the verb agrees with the subject closest to the verb. 

Incorrect: Neither Mary nor her brothers knows what happened. 
Correct: Neither Mary nor her brothers know what happened. 

Correct: Neither her brothers nor Mary knows what happened. 

A compound subject whose parts are joined by and takes a singular verb in two special cases

· When the parts of the subject combine to form a single item. 

One and one equals two. 

Cookies and cream is my favourite flavour. 

· When the compound subject is modified by the words each or every. 

Every boy and girl has to participate. 

7. The Subjunctive Mood 

A verb is in the subjunctive mood when it expresses a condition which is doubtful or not factual. It is most often found in a clause beginning with the word if. It is also found in clauses following a verb that expresses a doubt, a wish, regret, request, demand, or proposal. 

These are verbs typically followed by clauses that take the subjunctive: 

ask, demand, determine, insist, move, order, pray, prefer, recommend, regret, request, require, suggest, and wish. 

In English there is no difference between the subjunctive and normal, or indicative, form of the verb except for the present tense third person singular and for the verb to be. 

The subjunctive for the present tense third person singular drops the -s or -es so that it looks and sounds like the present tense for everything else. 

The subjunctive mood of the verb to be is be in the present tense and were in the past tense, regardless of what the subject is. 

Incorrect: If I was you, I would run. 

Correct: If I were you, I would run. 


Incorrect: I wish he was able to type faster. 

Correct: I wish he were able to type faster. 


Incorrect: His requirement is that everyone is computer literate. 

Correct: His requirement is that everyone be computer literate. 
(Subordinate clause follows main clause with a demand.) 

Incorrect: He recommended that each driver reports his tips. 

Correct: He recommended that each driver report his tips. 

8. Tricky Plurals 

Plural-looking singular nouns 

Some nouns that end in -s are singular. This is particularly true of branches of knowledge (mathematics, physics, ethics, politics), certain foods or dishes when treated as a single dish (fish and chips), and certain diseases (measles, mumps, rickets)
Politics is not my hobby.

Baked beans is one of my favourite dishes. 

Mumps has been nearly eradicated in the U.S. 

Plural nouns 

A few words, though singular in nature, are made of paired items and generally treated as plural: scissors, pants, trousers, glasses, pliers, tongs, tweezers, and the like. 
Example: These scissors are too dull to cut with.

Nouns Expressing Measurement 

A noun expressing an amount or measurement is normally singular. 

If the unit of measurement refers to a number of individual items, then it treated as a plural. 

Examples: Two spoonfuls of sugar is too much for me. 

(A single measurement) 

Twelve dollars is less than what I want to sell it for. 

(A single sum of money) 

Four-fifths of the country is satisfied with its 

health insurance. 

(One part of a whole) 

Four-fifths of the people are satisfied with their 

health insurance. 

(Four-fifths refers to many individuals.)

Titles 

Titles of books and other works of art are always considered singular even if the title sounds plural. 

The Alfred Hitchcock film The Birds was successfully advertised with a campaign that said, "The Birds is coming!" Unlike so many ads, that one was grammatically correct. 

Plurals That Do Not End in -s 

A number of plurals, mostly derived from Latin, do not end in -s. Nevertheless, they are plural and should be treated as such. Words such as criteria, phenomena, memoranda, and media are plural. Their singular forms are criterion, phenomenon, memorandum, and medium. 

The word data is also technically plural, but the singular form, datum, is rare in English, so using data as singular is tolerated, but not precisely correct. Say "a piece of data" or "item of data" for the singular if datum sounds too affected. 

Collective nouns 

Collective nouns are singular in form but denote a group or persons or objects may be either singular or plural, depending on the meaning of the sentence

Common collective nouns

assembly, association, audience, committee, company, council, couple, majority, minority, public, staff. 

The budget committee are in complete disagreement.

The team have eight games scheduled for September.

People and police are always plural.
The phrases the number and the total are usually singular, but the phrases a number and a total are usually plural.

The number of new members is astonishing.

A number of new members were at the meeting.

PUNCTUATION

The Importance of Punctuation

An English teacher wrote these words on the whiteboard: „woman without her man is nothing“. The teacher then asked the students to punctuate the words correctly.

The men wrote: „Woman, without her man, is nothing.“

The women wrote: „Woman! Without her, man is nothing.“

1. Full stop (BrE) period (AmE)

The full stop is the most important punctuation mark. It shows the end of the sentence. 

· at the end of a sentence that is not a question or an exclamation 

· sometimes in abbreviation (Jan., e.g., a.m)
· in internet and e-mail addresses (said “dot”) (http:/www.oup.co.uk)
2. Comma (,)

· before for, and, nor but, or, yet joining independent clauses

Cecil and Lydia were going ice skating, but the ice melted.

The tornado roared into town, and the wind knocked down three houses.

· after an introductory dependent clause introduced by because, if, when, etc.

Although the cattle were stampeding, the cowboys finished their supper.

When the coach orders his players outside, everyone obeys.

· after an introductory phrase

In the cool of the evening, the cows go down to the stream.

Encouraged by her friend's support, Nina auditioned for the play.

· to separate items in a series

Juan traveled by ocean liner, steam ship, canoe, and camel on his trip.

Hans never eats salty, fatty, or spicy food.

· to set off nonrestrictive adjective clauses or phrases, clauses or phrases not necessary to the meaning of the sentence

My boss, who grew up in Madagascar, graduated from Harvard.

The police, with their sirens blaring, raced down the highway.

· to set off parenthetical expressions

Jerry Brown, unlike his father, decided to run for the presidency.

My favorite ice cream, as a matter of fact, is plain vanilla.

· to set off appositives (words, titles, or phrases identifying the noun)

Her brother, a professor at Berkeley, has a pony tail.

Last night we saw a movie, one showing at Union Station, and then ate at a new Ethiopian restaurant near the Capitol.

· to set off dates and addresses

On January 1, 1863, Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation.

We live at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington, DC.

· to set off nouns of direct address and quotations

He looked back and said, "Mr. Eastwood, we don't carry guns here."

"Charlie," he said, "Where are you going with all that money?"

3. Apostrophe

· to indicate possession or relationship. 

Modern estimates of England’s total population vary between 1 and 3 million. 

my friend’s brother

the students’ books

· in short forms to indicate that letters of figures have been omitted (I’m
they’d)

· sometimes to form the plural of a letter, a figure or an abbreviations

during the 1990’s

The number of PhD’s awarded to US citizens declined in the 1980’s.

The handwriting is very hard to read: the n’s and u’s look alike.

4. Colon (:)

· before an explanatory list following a complete sentence

The coach gave him an exercise schedule: run two miles every other day, lift weights three times a week, stretch morning and evening, and swim laps.

The stew calls for one of the following: lamb, pork, chicken, or beef.

· before an independent clause that follows and explains the previous sentence

Gallaudet is known world wide: it is the only liberal arts school for the deaf.

· before a quotation

President Roosevelt once said: "We have nothing to fear, but fear itself."

· after the greeting in a formal letter (AmE)

Dear Professor Alderman:

Dear Sirs:

Dear Ms. Roberts:

5. Semicolon (;)
· to join independent clauses that aren't joined by a coordinating conjunction

Raul is six feet tall; his twin sister is six feet, two inches, tall.

· to join two independent clauses connected by a conjunctive adverb or a transition word

Conjunctive Adverbs: also, besides, consequently, finally, furthermore, however, indeed, likewise, moreover, nevertheless, next, nonetheless, otherwise, similarly, specifically, then, therefore

Transition Words: as a matter of fact, as a result, at the same time, for example, for instance, in addition, in conclusion, in fact, in the first place, on the other hand, to the contrary

At the Smithsonian, he visited the Air and Space Museum and the Museum of Natural History; however, he never made it to the Museum of American History.

I didn't spend all my money in Europe; on the contrary, I came home with two hundred dollars.

· to separate items in a series containing internal punctuation

The Do's of time management are first, make a list; second, prioritize your tasks; third, mark items off the list as you finish them.
6. Dash (-)
· before an explanatory list following a complete sentence (A dash is less formal than a colon.)

The coach gave him an exercise schedule - run two miles every other day, lift weights three times a week, stretch morning and evening, and swim laps.

The stew calls for all of the following - lamb, pork, tomatoes, and onions.

7. Ellipsis (...)
· to indicate that you deleted words from a quotation

Dr. Abbot Johnson says, "Americans are becoming more interested in herbal and alternative medicines. Their use of such medicine may lead to ... longer and healthier lives. However, most insurance policies do not cover these practices."

· to omit a sentence within a quotation, use an ellipsis + a period (....)

Dr. Abbot Johnson says, "Americans are becoming more interested in herbal and alternative medicines.... However, most insurance policies don't cover these practices."

Note: Don't use an ellipsis at the beginning of a quotation.

8. Italics


Use italics or underlining for the titles of books, movies, TV series, plays.

My favorite movie is Citizen Kane, and my favorite novel is A Suitable Boy.

The Royal Shakespeare Theatre Company performed Cymbeline last year.

9. Parentheses and Brackets


A. Use ( )

to enclose incidental information

Representative Wynn (Democrat, Maryland) chairs the Finance Committee.

The chart (page 103) shows the water depths in different parts of the ocean.

B. Use [ ]

to enclose an explanation within a direct quotation

The author said, "I am not the first person to write a book about him [Lyndon Johnson], but my book is the best.

C. Use [sic]

to indicate a mistake in a direct quotation

He said, "Everyone is going expect [sic] me."

10. Quotation Marks


A. Use double quotation marks(" ")

· to enclose direct quotes

Alexander Pope wrote, "A little learning is a dangerous thing."

· to enclose titles of chapters of books, newspaper & magazine articles, short stories, songs and poems

The most controversial chapter of Nights Under Desert Skies is "In the Waterfall."

Frost's poem "Stopping By Woods" is an all time favorite.

B. Use single quotation marks ( ' ')

· to set off a quotation within a quotation

Dr. Sherman said that "George Washington did not say 'I cannot tell a lie' although Americans enjoy believing that he did."


Other Punctuation Marks with Quotation Marks


A. Place periods and commas (. , )

inside the quotation marks

Jennie said, "Go home before the pit bull chases you."

"Go home," Jennie said, "before the cat chases you."

B. Place colons and semicolons (: ;)

outside the quotation marks

Kennedy is famous for saying, "ask not what you can do for your country"; however, his speech writer, Ted Sorenson, actually wrote the line.
C. Place question marks and exclamation points (? !)

· inside the quotation marks when they are part of the quotation

The little boy said, "Daddy are we there yet?"

· outside the quotation marks when they are not part of the quotation

Have you ever read the short story, "A Good Man is Hard to Find"?

11. Hyphen

· to form a compound from two of more other words (hard-hearted, mother-to-be)
· to form a compound form a prefix and a proper name (pro-European, pre-Raphaelite)

· when writing compound numbers between 21 and 99 in words (seventy-three)

· sometimes to separate a prefix (co-operate)

· with some longer combinations (This new CD player uses state-of-the-art digital technology.)

12. Slash /oblique

· to separate alternative words or phrases (single, married/widowed/divorced, pass/fail)
· in internet and e-mail addresses

CAPITAL LETTERS

· at the beginning of a sentence
· with proper names
Personal names: John, Ms Smith, Dr Brown, Mr Gates, Elizabeth, 

Titles: Mr, Ms, Dr, Colonel, Professor, President, Prime Minister, Judge, Queen Elizabeth, President Kennedy

Geographical names: Europe, China, Mount Everest, Lake Michigan Skye, Borneo, London, Bangkok, the River Thames, the Pacific Ocean, the Panama Canal, Baker Street, Cambridge Road, Raffles Hotel, St George's Hall, the Czech Republic

Company/Organisation names: Shell, Woolworths, Microsoft, Boots, World Trade Organisation, World Health Organisation, Federal Trade Commission, British Broadcasting Corporation 

University/School names: Oxford University, University of Hertfordshire, Royal College of Music 

Religions: Buddhism, Christianity, Islam 

Days, months, festivals - but not seasons: Monday, July, Christmas, summer, 

Magazines: Newsweek, Vogue, The Times, New Scientist 

Languages: English, Hindi 

Nationalities: English, French, Spanish, Japanese, American 

Words for members of a family when they are used as a title before a name, or used alone instead of the name: Uncle Ben, Aunt Mary, a letter to Mother.

Important words in titles of books, etc, and in headlines in newspapers, etc. (at least the first word and all nouns and adjectives, some authors put other words in capitals, too): A Modern Guide to the Ancient World, How to start a Small Business, Gone with the Wind, The Brain: A User’s Manual

WRITING NUMBERS

· Spell out numbers between zero and ten and use figures for all other numbers

Examples: two cats, 11 materials, one attempt, 20,000 residents

Exceptions: 

mathematical operations (raised to the power of 4)

units of measurements (6 feet)

age (9 years old)

time(1 pm)

dates (June 8, 2001)

page numbers (Page 4)

percentages (2 per cent)

money ($5)

proportions (100:1)

· Don’t start a sentence with a numeral.

· When you use two or more numbers in the same section of writing, use figures. This makes them easier to see and compare. If none is larger than 10, spell out all the numbers.

· Use hyphens when you write fractions or a sequence of values (two-thirds, pages 167-170, 20-pound dog)

· Use decimals instead of fractions, whenever possible.
· Spell out the shorter of two numbers that appear in a phrase (NOT 4 6-inch nails, BUT 4 six-inch nails)

Exercises

Exercise 1 - Correct the following sentence errors (misplaced or dangling modifiers)

1. Several of the children were confused by math in the class.

2. Rising to their feet, the fight song roared from the fans.

3. Joe found a twenty dollar bill walking home.

4. Before going on vacation, the bills need to be paid.

5. Bob’s printer, rushing to finish the paper, broke.

6. Having recently died, I thought of Jim every day.

7. As a young boy, his grandmother told stories of her years as a country schoolteacher.

Exercise 2 - Add commas as needed in the sentences below

1. He left the scene of the accident and tried to forget that it had happened.

2. Oil which is lighter than water rises to the surface.

3. Nice is a word with many meanings and some of them are contradictory.

4. Taxicabs that are dirty are illegal in some cities.

5. The uninvited guest wore a dark blue tweed suit.

6. After surviving this ordeal the trapper felt relieved.

7. Mark Twain’s early novels I believe stand the test of time.

8.  December 7 1941 will never be forgotten.

9.  The field was safe enough wasn't it?

10.  Write the editor of the Atlantic 8 Arlington Street Boston Massachusetts 02116.

11.  He replied "I have no idea what you mean."

12.  I hope that someday he will learn how to be polite.

Exercise 3 - Punctuate the following sentences with apostrophes

1. Whos the partys candidate for vice president this year?

2. Our neighbours car is an old Chrysler, and its just about to fall apart.

3. In three weeks time well have to begin school again.

4. Didnt you hear that theyre leaving tomorrow?

5. Whenever I think of the stories I read as a child, I remember Cinderellas glass slipper and Snow Whites wicked stepmother.

6. We claimed the picnic table was ours, but the Smiths children looked so disappointed that we found another spot.

7. Its important that the kitten learns to find its way home.

8. Little girls clothing is on the first floor, and the mens department is on the second.

9. Theyre not afraid to go ahead with the plans, though the choice is not theirs.

10.  I found myself constantly putting two cs in the word process.

Exercise 4 - Correct any errors in number usage in the following sentences

1. 351 people attended the performance.

2. There were one hundred and thirty-five pieces in the puzzle.

3. Class started at eight-thirty A.M. in Room Twenty.

4. In the sixties there were sit-ins at 100's of colleges.

5. Every afternoon at two o'clock the chimes rang.

6. The stock deal, which involved $4.5 billion, paid a twelve and a half percent dividend.

7. The Lafayette television station is Channel Eighteen.

8. They needed eight ten-foot poles for the construction.

9. The vote was 126 in favour of the action and only sixteen opposed.

10.  The assignment was to read chapter 6, pages 31-39.

11.  Only fifty percent of high school students go on to college.

12.  We were assigned a report of about 10 pages in length.

Exercise 5 – Choose the correct form of the verb in brackets

1. Of all university courses, mathematics probably (produce/produces) the most fear. 

2. Living in big cities almost always (cause/causes) stress because of traffic jams, too few parking spaces, and too many people. 

3. The way of life in small villages far from big cities (is/are) mostly quiet because there are few people. 

4. In many countries, governments (control/controls) the mass media through censorship. 

5. Least considered in the latest bombing campaign (was/were) the innocent victims. 

6. Each cat and each dog in this animal shelter (is/are) eventually placed in a good home. 

7. Neither the students nor the teacher (was/were) able to find the solution immediately. 

8. Smuggling illegal immigrants out of Mexico (is/are) against the law.

9.  The only people who are interested in the book (seem/seems) to be lawyers.

10.  The view of the manufacturing and tourist industries (is/are) that the economy is improving.

11.  An early analysis of the results (shows/show) that their candidate has won.

12.  Reliance only on written tests (appears/appear) to be a cheap option.

13.  Six months (is/are) not enough time.

14.  Ham and eggs (is/are) my favorite meal.

15.  He is the only one of the runners who (has/have) finished.

Exercise 6 - Edit a passage for errors
Peter Weir is the australian director who is most famous abroad. His Picnic At Hanging rock (1975) became the first Australian film to attrack International attenction. His Gallipoli, released through paramount, and The year Of Living Dangerously, to be release by mgm, were amoung the first australian films to hook up with Hollywood for mass release wordwide.

Weir comes from a University background fo Arts and Law. He began to shoot 16-mm underground movies while makeing a living doing odd jobs in london and was then hired to make documentarys. Now thirty-eight, he lives with his wife and children at palm beach, a geographically superier version of malibu about 50 miles North of sydney.

Exercise 7 - Write in either ie or ei to complete the words in these sentences.

1. There are ___ght candles on the cake. 

2. I have not rec___ved a letter since Saturday.

3. Have you ever been on a sl____gh ride?

4. Her n____ce is going to come to gr___f.

5. She shr___ked in surprise when he dropped the ice cube down her back.

6. Drop that silver, you th___f!

7. He's the most conc___ted man I know.

8. I don't bel___ve he is so conc___ted.

9. As he was dying, the ch___f asked for a pr___st.

10. Leave the mouse a p____ce of cheese.

11. Brevity is the soul of wit; therefore, be br___f.

Exercise 8 - Fill in the gaps with the best word to build sayings related to work

1. Behind every great/successful man there stands a ____.
2. A bird in the hand is worth ____ in the bush.

3. A bad workman blames his ____.

4. Rome wasn’t built in a ____.

5. While the cat’s away, the ____ will come out to play.

6. Too many ____ spoil the broth.

7. The customer is always ____.

8. The early ____ gets/catches the worm. 
9. God helps those who help ____.

10. Honesty is the best ____.

11. Jack-of-all-____, master of none.

12. One man’s loss is ____ man’s gain.

13. Money doesn’t grow on ____.

14. A new ____ sweeps clean.

15. You can’t make an ____ without breaking (a few) eggs.

16. Time is ____.
 
