common sentence construction errors

Understanding and Avoiding Common Sentence
Construction Errors

Clear and effective communication is the bedrock of impactful writing. Whether you're crafting a
blog post, academic paper, business proposal, or even a casual email, sentence construction plays a
pivotal role in conveying your message accurately and engagingly. Unfortunately, many writers,
both novice and experienced, fall prey to a variety of common sentence construction errors that can
undermine their credibility and obscure their meaning. This comprehensive guide aims to demystify
these pitfalls, offering practical strategies for identification and correction. We will delve into the
nuances of subject-verb agreement, pronoun issues, misplaced modifiers, parallel structure, run-on
sentences, and sentence fragments, providing you with the tools to refine your prose and elevate
your writing to a more professional standard. By understanding these frequent sentence
construction mistakes, you can significantly improve the clarity, conciseness, and overall impact of
your written work, ensuring your ideas are understood and appreciated.
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The Importance of Correct Sentence Construction

The ability to construct grammatically sound and logically flowing sentences is fundamental to
effective writing. Poor sentence construction can lead to confusion, misinterpretation, and a general
lack of professionalism, hindering the writer's ability to connect with their audience. When
sentences are muddled or grammatically incorrect, the reader's focus shifts from the content to the
errors themselves, detracting from the message and potentially eroding trust. Clear sentence
construction ensures that ideas are presented in a coherent and easily digestible manner, allowing
the reader to follow the author's train of thought without interruption. This clarity is crucial in
academic, professional, and creative contexts alike, as it directly impacts how well a message is
received and understood. Mastering the intricacies of sentence structure is not merely about
adhering to grammatical rules; it's about achieving precision in thought and expression.

Common Sentence Construction Errors Explained

A deep understanding of the typical errors that plague sentence construction is the first step toward
avoiding them. These mistakes often arise from a lack of attention to grammatical agreement,
unclear relationships between sentence parts, or an incomplete thought presented as a complete
sentence. Recognizing these patterns is key to refining your writing and ensuring your sentences are
both grammatically correct and stylistically sound. We will explore several of the most prevalent
issues, breaking down their causes and providing clear examples to illustrate the problems and their
solutions. Addressing these common sentence construction errors can significantly enhance the
readability and impact of any piece of writing.

Subject-Verb Agreement Issues

Subject-verb agreement is a cornerstone of grammatically correct sentences. It dictates that the
verb in a sentence must agree in number with its subject. If the subject is singular, the verb must be
singular; if the subject is plural, the verb must be plural. This rule can become tricky with
intervening phrases, compound subjects, or indefinite pronouns. For instance, a common error
occurs when a phrase separates the subject from the verb, leading writers to mistakenly match the
verb to a noun in the intervening phrase rather than the true subject. Consider the sentence, "The
box of chocolates are on the table." Here, "box" is the singular subject, but the plural verb "are" is
used because of the intervening plural noun "chocolates." The correct sentence should be, "The box
of chocolates is on the table."



Indefinite pronouns like "everyone," "anybody," "nobody," "each," and "either" are always singular
and require singular verbs. For example, "Everyone in the class has completed the assignment."
Compound subjects joined by "and" are typically plural, such as "John and Mary are going to the
park." However, if the compound subject refers to a single idea or entity, it takes a singular verb, as
in "Peanut butter and jelly is my favorite sandwich." When subjects are joined by "or" or "nor," the
verb agrees with the subject closest to it. For example, "Neither the students nor the teacher knows
the answer." Understanding these nuances is vital for preventing subject-verb agreement errors.

Pronoun Agreement and Reference Errors

Pronouns stand in for nouns, and they must agree with their antecedents (the nouns they replace) in
number, gender, and person. Pronoun reference errors occur when it's unclear which noun a
pronoun refers to, or when the pronoun doesn't agree with its antecedent. A common issue is
ambiguity, where a pronoun could refer to more than one noun. For example, "Sarah told Emily that
she had won the lottery." It's unclear whether Sarah or Emily won. To correct this, you could rewrite
it as: "Sarah told Emily, 'You have won the lottery' or "Sarah told Emily about her own lottery win."

Another prevalent mistake is the use of a singular pronoun to refer to a plural antecedent, or vice
versa. For instance, "Each student should bring their own lunch." The indefinite pronoun "each" is
singular, so it requires a singular pronoun. The correct version is: "Each student should bring his or
her own lunch." Alternatively, you can rephrase to avoid the gendered pronoun: "All students should
bring their own lunches." The possessive pronoun "its" and the contraction "it's" are frequently
confused. "Its" is possessive (e.g., "The dog wagged its tail"), while "it's" is a contraction of "it is" or
"it has" (e.g., "It's a beautiful day"). Careful attention to these distinctions prevents common pronoun
errors.

Misplaced and Dangling Modifiers

Modifiers are words, phrases, or clauses that describe or qualify other words in a sentence. When
modifiers are not placed correctly, they can lead to illogical or humorous meanings, creating
misplaced or dangling modifiers. A misplaced modifier is positioned in a way that suggests it
modifies the wrong word. For example, "He saw a dog walking down the street with a long tail." This
sentence implies the street has a long tail. The modifier "with a long tail" should be closer to "dog."
A corrected version is: "Walking down the street, he saw a dog with a long tail," or more directly,
"He saw a dog with a long tail walking down the street."

Dangling modifiers, on the other hand, are phrases or clauses that do not logically modify any word
in the sentence. They often appear at the beginning of a sentence, and the subject of the modifying
phrase is missing or different from the subject of the main clause. For instance, "Having finished the
report, the computer was turned off." This suggests the computer finished the report. The correct
sentence clarifies who finished the report: "Having finished the report, I turned off the computer."
Alternatively, you could rephrase the sentence to include the subject: "After I finished the report, I
turned off the computer." Identifying and rectifying these often subtle errors is crucial for clarity.



Faulty Parallelism and Lack of Parallel Structure

Parallelism, or parallel structure, is the principle of using the same grammatical form for elements in
a series, comparison, or list. When elements are not presented in a parallel way, it creates faulty
parallelism, which can make sentences awkward and difficult to understand. This error commonly
occurs with lists of nouns, verbs, adjectives, or clauses. For example, "She likes hiking, biking, and
to swim." The first two items are gerunds (ending in -ing), but the third is an infinitive ("to swim").
To correct this, all items should be in the same form: "She likes hiking, biking, and swimming."

Faulty parallelism can also appear in comparisons. Consider: "He is more intelligent than John." This
sentence is acceptable. However, if you write, "He is more intelligent than John is," you've
introduced an unnecessary verb. A more common error involves different grammatical structures:
"The company aims to increase profits, expanding market share, and customer satisfaction." The
corrected version would be: "The company aims to increase profits, expand market share, and
improve customer satisfaction." Maintaining consistent grammatical structure in lists and
comparisons is essential for smooth and effective writing.

Run-On Sentences and Comma Splices

Run-on sentences occur when two or more independent clauses are joined without appropriate
punctuation or conjunctions. An independent clause is a group of words that contains a subject and a
verb and can stand alone as a complete sentence. There are two main types of run-on sentences:
fused sentences, where clauses are joined with no punctuation, and comma splices, where clauses
are joined only by a comma. An example of a fused sentence is: "The sun was setting the birds were
singing." This improperly joins two complete thoughts.

A comma splice looks like this: "The sun was setting, the birds were singing." While a comma is
present, it's insufficient to connect two independent clauses. To correct these errors, you can:

e Separate the clauses into two distinct sentences: "The sun was setting. The birds were
singing."

e Join the clauses with a comma and a coordinating conjunction (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so):
"The sun was setting, and the birds were singing."

e Use a semicolon to join the clauses: "The sun was setting; the birds were singing."

¢ Make one clause dependent on the other: "As the sun was setting, the birds were singing."

Properly managing independent clauses is critical to avoiding run-on sentences and comma splices.

Sentence Fragments

A sentence fragment is an incomplete sentence that is punctuated as if it were a complete one.



Fragments often occur when a dependent clause is presented as a standalone sentence, or when a
phrase that lacks a subject or a verb is treated as a full sentence. For example, "Because the
weather was bad." This is a dependent clause and cannot stand alone. It needs to be attached to an
independent clause. The corrected sentence could be: "Because the weather was bad, we stayed
indoors."

Another common type of fragment is a phrase presented as a sentence, such as "Walking quickly
down the street." This lacks a subject. To fix it, you could add a subject and verb: "The runner was
walking quickly down the street." It's important to distinguish between deliberate stylistic fragments
(which are rare in formal writing) and unintentional errors. Always ensure each sentence has a
subject and a verb and expresses a complete thought.

Other Frequently Encountered Sentence Construction
Problems

Beyond the most common sentence construction errors, writers often grapple with other issues that
can impede clarity and flow. These can range from wordiness that dilutes meaning to awkward
phrasing that makes sentences difficult to process. Addressing these problems requires a keen eye
for detail and a commitment to conciseness and precision in language.

Wordiness and Redundancy

Wordiness refers to the use of more words than necessary to express an idea, while redundancy
involves repeating the same idea or information unnecessarily. Both detract from the impact of your
writing, making it seem bloated and less professional. Examples of wordiness include phrases like
"due to the fact that" instead of "because," or "at this point in time" instead of "now." Redundancy
might appear as "unexpected surprise" (a surprise is inherently unexpected) or "basic essentials"
(essentials are by definition basic).

To combat wordiness and redundancy, strive for conciseness. Eliminate unnecessary adverbs,
prepositional phrases, and passive voice constructions where active voice would be more direct. For
instance, "He made the decision to go to the store" can be shortened to "He decided to go to the
store." Regularly review your sentences to identify opportunities for tightening your language and
removing superfluous words. This practice ensures your message is delivered efficiently and
powerfully.

Awkward Phrasing and Clunky Sentences

Awkward phrasing and clunky sentences can arise from a variety of issues, including illogical word
order, convoluted sentence structures, or the misuse of jargon. These problems can make your
writing feel amateurish and difficult to follow. For example, a sentence might have an unnatural
inversion of word order, such as "For the students, the test was difficult." While understandable, it's



less direct than "The test was difficult for the students."

Convoluted sentences often involve multiple clauses, excessive prepositional phrases, or a lack of
clear logical progression. Breaking down complex ideas into shorter, more manageable sentences
can significantly improve readability. Additionally, relying too heavily on passive voice can create a
clunky, indirect tone. Whenever possible, opt for the active voice to make your sentences more
direct and engaging. Reading your work aloud can help you identify awkward phrasing and areas
where sentence structure can be improved for better flow and impact.

Strategies for Identifying and Correcting Sentence
Construction Errors

Proactive identification and correction of sentence construction errors are crucial for producing
polished and effective writing. Developing good habits and employing systematic review processes
can help you catch and fix mistakes before they reach your audience. The key lies in a combination
of understanding grammatical principles and employing practical revision techniques.

The Importance of Revision and Proofreading

Revision and proofreading are distinct but equally vital stages in the writing process. Revision
involves looking at the larger picture - examining the clarity, organization, and coherence of your
ideas and how well your sentences convey them. This is where you might restructure sentences, add
or delete information, and address sentence construction errors like parallelism or misplaced
modifiers. Proofreading, on the other hand, is the final meticulous check for surface-level errors,
including grammar, spelling, punctuation, and typos.

To effectively revise and proofread for sentence construction issues:

e Take a break before reviewing. Stepping away from your work allows you to approach it with
fresh eyes, making it easier to spot errors you might have overlooked during the writing
process.

e Read your work aloud. This technique is incredibly effective for catching awkward phrasing,
run-on sentences, and other errors that disrupt the natural flow of language.

e Focus on one type of error at a time. During a dedicated revision pass, concentrate solely on
identifying and correcting subject-verb agreement issues, then move to pronoun agreement,
and so on.

e Check sentence beginnings and endings. Ensure each sentence starts with a capital letter and
ends with appropriate punctuation, and that it expresses a complete thought.

Consistent practice in these areas will significantly improve your ability to self-edit and refine your
sentence construction.



Tools and Resources for Improving Sentence Construction

Fortunately, a wealth of tools and resources are available to assist writers in identifying and
correcting sentence construction errors. These can range from automated software to traditional
reference materials. Leveraging these resources can be a game-changer for anyone looking to
enhance their writing proficiency.

Utilize grammar checkers and style editors. Software like Grammarly, ProWritingAid, and built-in
checkers in word processors can flag potential issues with subject-verb agreement, pronoun usage,
sentence fragments, and run-on sentences. While these tools are invaluable, it's important to
remember they are not foolproof and may sometimes offer incorrect suggestions. Always apply your
own judgment.

Consult style guides and grammar handbooks. Resources such as "The Elements of Style" by Strunk
and White, or comprehensive grammar guides, provide detailed explanations of grammatical rules
and common errors. Keep these handy as references when you encounter a particularly challenging
sentence construction problem.

Engage in peer review. Having a trusted friend, colleague, or writing group read your work can
provide valuable feedback. Another person's perspective can often spot errors that you've become
blind to. Encourage them to point out any sentence construction issues they notice.

Practice consistently. The more you write and consciously apply the principles of good sentence
construction, the more intuitive it will become. The act of writing itself, coupled with careful review,
is one of the most powerful learning tools available.

Conclusion: Mastering Sentence Construction for Clear
Communication

Effectively mastering common sentence construction errors is not just about adhering to
grammatical rules; it's about ensuring your ideas are communicated with clarity, precision, and
impact. By understanding and actively working to eliminate issues like faulty subject-verb
agreement, unclear pronoun references, misplaced modifiers, lack of parallelism, run-on sentences,
comma splices, and sentence fragments, you significantly elevate the quality of your writing. These
common sentence construction pitfalls can easily undermine even the most brilliant ideas, but with
diligent practice and awareness, they can be overcome. Remember that revision and proofreading
are crucial steps, and utilizing available tools and resources can provide invaluable support in your
quest for flawless sentence construction. Ultimately, a commitment to clear and correct sentence
construction empowers you to connect more effectively with your readers, ensuring your message
resonates and achieves its intended purpose.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is a common error related to misplaced modifiers?

A common misplaced modifier error occurs when a descriptive word or phrase is placed too far from
the noun it's intended to describe, leading to confusion or unintended meanings. For example, 'I saw
a dog running down the street with a long tail' implies the street has a long tail, not the dog.

How can I avoid comma splices?

Comma splices happen when two independent clauses are joined only by a comma. To avoid them,
you can separate the clauses with a period, a semicolon, or a comma followed by a coordinating
conjunction (like 'and,' 'but,' 'or'). Alternatively, you can make one of the clauses dependent.

What's the difference between 'affect' and 'effect' and how
does it relate to sentence construction?

While not strictly a construction error, misuse of 'affect' and 'effect’ creates grammatical
awkwardness. 'Affect' is usually a verb meaning to influence (e.g., "The weather will affect our
plans'), while 'effect’ is usually a noun meaning a result (e.g., "The effect of the rain was flooding').
Incorrectly using one for the other can lead to unclear sentences.

What is subject-verb agreement and why is it important?

Subject-verb agreement means that the verb in a sentence must match its subject in number
(singular or plural). For example, 'He walks' (singular) is correct, while 'He walk' is not. This is
crucial for clarity and grammatical correctness.

What is a run-on sentence?

A run-on sentence is similar to a comma splice but often lacks any punctuation between independent
clauses, or uses incorrect punctuation. It's essentially two or more complete sentences fused
together without proper separation.

How do I fix a dangling participle?

A dangling participle is a phrase that doesn't clearly modify the intended noun in the sentence. To fix
it, you either need to add the noun the participle is supposed to describe or rephrase the sentence so
the modifier is attached to the correct word. For instance, change 'Walking down the street, the
trees were beautiful' to 'Walking down the street, I thought the trees were beautiful'.

What is parallelism and why is it a common sentence
construction issue?

Parallelism means using the same grammatical structure for elements in a list or comparison. It's a
common issue because people often mix different grammatical forms, making the sentence sound
unbalanced and awkward. For example, 'She likes to sing, to dance, and hiking' should be corrected
to 'She likes to sing, to dance, and to hike' or 'She likes singing, dancing, and hiking'.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to common sentence construction errors:

1.

The Comma's Conundrum: Navigating the Perils of
Punctuation Chaos

This book delves into the intricate world of comma usage, exploring common pitfalls like comma
splices, misplaced commas, and the overuse or underuse of this essential mark. It offers practical
strategies and clear examples to help writers construct grammatically sound and readable
sentences. Readers will gain confidence in employing commas effectively to enhance clarity and
meaning.

2.

Fragmented Thoughts: Rebuilding Your Sentences for Clarity
and Impact

Targeting the prevalent issue of sentence fragments, this guide provides a comprehensive approach
to identifying and correcting incomplete thoughts. It explains why fragments weaken writing and
offers actionable techniques for expanding them into complete, well-formed sentences. The book
aims to empower writers to deliver their messages with precision and authority.

3.

Run-On Rescues: Taming the Untamed Sentence

This essential resource tackles the persistent problem of run-on sentences and fused sentences. It
breaks down the common causes of these errors, such as lack of proper punctuation or coordinating
conjunctions, and presents effective methods for restructuring them. Readers will learn to connect
ideas smoothly and logically, creating a more coherent flow in their writing.

4.

Misplaced Modifiers and Dangling Dilemmas: Guiding Your
Words Precisely

This book addresses the confusing and often humorous errors that arise from misplaced and
dangling modifiers. It illustrates how imprecise placement can lead to unintended meanings and how
to avoid these pitfalls. Through clear explanations and numerous examples, writers will learn to
ensure their descriptive phrases and clauses accurately modify the intended words.

5.

Parallelism Puzzled: Achieving Balanced and Elegant



Structure

Focusing on the principle of parallelism, this book helps writers understand the importance of
consistent grammatical structure in lists and comparisons. It highlights common errors in
maintaining parallel form and offers techniques for creating balanced, rhythmic, and easy-to-
understand sentences. Mastering parallelism will elevate the sophistication and clarity of your
writing.

6.

Subject-Verb Agreement Secrets: Ensuring Agreement in
Every Clause

This comprehensive guide tackles the fundamental, yet often overlooked, issue of subject-verb
agreement. It explores complex cases, including compound subjects, collective nouns, and
intervening phrases, providing clear rules and practical exercises. Readers will build confidence in
ensuring their verbs accurately reflect their subjects, regardless of sentence complexity.

7.

Pronoun Predicaments: Mastering Reference and Clarity

This book investigates the common errors associated with pronoun reference, such as vague
antecedents and unclear pronoun shifts. It offers strategies for ensuring that each pronoun clearly
and unequivocally refers to its intended noun. By mastering pronoun usage, writers can avoid
ambiguity and enhance the overall coherence of their text.

8.

The Art of the Antecedent: Tracing and Clarifying Your Nouns

Delving deeper into pronoun-noun relationships, this book focuses specifically on the importance of
clear antecedents. It provides techniques for identifying and establishing unambiguous noun
references for pronouns, thereby preventing confusion. Writers will discover how to maintain logical
connections throughout their sentences and paragraphs.

9.

Word Order Woes: Structuring Your Sentences for Optimal
Impact

This guide addresses the subtle but significant impact of word order on sentence clarity and
meaning. It explores how the arrangement of words, phrases, and clauses can create emphasis,
improve readability, or lead to confusion. Readers will learn to strategically position elements within
their sentences for maximum effectiveness and logical flow.
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