
common sentence structure mistakes

Sentence structure is the backbone of clear and effective communication. When
these structures falter, our message can become muddled, confusing, and
ultimately, ineffective. Mastering common sentence structure mistakes is
crucial for anyone looking to polish their writing, whether for academic
essays, professional reports, marketing copy, or even casual emails. This
comprehensive guide delves into the prevalent errors writers often make,
explaining why they occur and offering practical solutions to elevate your
prose. From fragmented sentences and run-ons to misplaced modifiers and
subject-verb agreement issues, we'll explore a range of common sentence
structure problems and how to avoid them, ensuring your writing is impactful
and easily understood.
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Understanding the Importance of Sentence
Structure

Effective sentence structure is paramount to clear and persuasive writing. It
dictates the flow, rhythm, and overall intelligibility of your message. When
sentences are well-constructed, readers can easily follow your line of
thought, absorb information, and connect with your ideas. Conversely, poorly
constructed sentences can lead to misinterpretation, frustration, and a loss
of credibility. The way you arrange words and clauses significantly impacts
how your audience perceives your expertise and the quality of your content.
Identifying and rectifying common sentence structure mistakes is therefore a
fundamental skill for any writer aiming for impactful communication.

The arrangement of elements within a sentence—the subject, verb, object, and
modifiers—creates a particular emphasis and meaning. Understanding these
relationships allows writers to guide their readers precisely. Whether you



are composing an academic paper, a business proposal, or website content, the
clarity and precision of your sentences directly correlate with your ability
to convey your message effectively. Recognizing and avoiding common pitfalls
in sentence construction is a cornerstone of good writing, ensuring your
message is received as intended and leaving a positive impression on your
audience.

Fragmented Sentences: The Incomplete Thoughts

Fragmented sentences, also known as sentence fragments, are incomplete
thoughts presented as if they are complete sentences. They lack a subject, a
verb, or both, or they are dependent clauses that have been incorrectly
punctuated as independent sentences. These common sentence structure mistakes
can disrupt the flow of writing and leave the reader confused about the
intended meaning. For instance, a phrase like "Walking down the street." is a
fragment because it lacks a complete subject and predicate.

Identifying and Correcting Sentence Fragments

To identify a sentence fragment, look for phrases or dependent clauses that
are separated from an independent clause. A dependent clause typically begins
with a subordinating conjunction (e.g., because, although, since, when, if)
or a relative pronoun (e.g., who, which, that). These structures cannot stand
alone as a complete sentence.

Look for missing subjects: A sentence needs a noun or pronoun performing
the action.

Look for missing verbs: Every sentence needs a main verb that expresses
an action or state of being.

Check for dependent clauses starting sentences: Ensure they are attached
to an independent clause.

Correcting fragments often involves attaching them to a nearby independent
clause or adding the missing elements. For example, "Walking down the street.
She saw a cat." can be corrected to "Walking down the street, she saw a cat."
or "She was walking down the street when she saw a cat." Understanding these
common sentence structure mistakes and how to fix them is vital for clear
writing.

Run-On Sentences: When Sentences Collide

Run-on sentences occur when two or more independent clauses are joined
together without proper punctuation or conjunctions. This often happens when
a writer has too many ideas to express and simply strings them together.
These are a significant category of common sentence structure mistakes that
can make your writing difficult to follow. An example of a run-on sentence
is: "The sun was setting, the birds were singing, it was a beautiful
evening."



Types of Run-On Sentences and How to Fix Them

There are primarily two types of run-on sentences: fused sentences and comma
splices. A fused sentence has no punctuation or conjunction between
independent clauses, while a comma splice uses only a comma to join them,
which is incorrect. To correct run-on sentences, you have several options:

Use a period: Separate the independent clauses into two distinct
sentences. For example, "The sun was setting. The birds were singing. It
was a beautiful evening."

Use a semicolon: If the clauses are closely related, a semicolon can be
used. "The sun was setting; the birds were singing. It was a beautiful
evening."

Use a comma and a coordinating conjunction: Words like "and," "but,"
"or," "so," "for," "nor," and "yet" can join independent clauses. "The
sun was setting, and the birds were singing. It was a beautiful
evening."

Use a semicolon and a conjunctive adverb: Words like "however,"
"therefore," "moreover," etc., preceded by a semicolon and followed by a
comma, can also join clauses. "The sun was setting; moreover, the birds
were singing. It was a beautiful evening."

Make one clause dependent: Rewrite one of the independent clauses as a
dependent clause. "As the sun was setting and the birds were singing, it
was a beautiful evening."

Avoiding run-on sentences is a key step in refining your prose and
eliminating common sentence structure mistakes.

Comma Splices: The Overreliance on Commas

A comma splice is a specific type of run-on sentence where two independent
clauses are joined only by a comma. While commas are essential for separating
elements within a sentence, they are not strong enough to join two complete
thoughts on their own. This is another prevalent among common sentence
structure mistakes that many writers struggle with. Consider this example:
"The meeting was long, it covered many important topics."

Strategies for Correcting Comma Splices

Similar to correcting fused sentences, comma splices can be fixed using the
same methods. The goal is to establish a proper grammatical connection
between the two independent clauses. Here are the effective ways to resolve
comma splices:

Replace the comma with a period: This creates two separate,
grammatically correct sentences. "The meeting was long. It covered many
important topics."

Insert a coordinating conjunction after the comma: Use conjunctions like
"and," "but," "so," or "for." "The meeting was long, but it covered many



important topics."

Use a semicolon: If the clauses are closely related in meaning, a
semicolon can bridge them. "The meeting was long; it covered many
important topics."

Rewrite the sentence by making one clause dependent: Transform one of
the independent clauses into a subordinate clause. "Although the meeting
was long, it covered many important topics."

Mastering the correct use of commas and conjunctions is fundamental to
avoiding comma splices and other common sentence structure mistakes.

Misplaced and Dangling Modifiers: When
Descriptions Go Astray

Modifiers are words, phrases, or clauses that provide additional information
about another word or phrase in the sentence. Misplaced modifiers are
positioned incorrectly, causing confusion about what they are modifying.
Dangling modifiers, on the other hand, do not logically modify any word in
the sentence, often because the word they should modify is missing.

Understanding and Fixing Modifier Errors

These are some of the trickiest common sentence structure mistakes to spot,
but they can significantly alter the intended meaning of your sentences. A
misplaced modifier example: "She served cookies to the children on paper
plates." (This implies the children were on the plates). A dangling modifier
example: "Having finished the book, the movie was much better." (This implies
the movie finished the book).

Place modifiers as close as possible to the words they modify: Ensure
there's no ambiguity. For the misplaced modifier example, the correction
would be: "She served cookies on paper plates to the children."

For dangling modifiers, ensure the word being modified is present in the
sentence: Clearly state the subject performing the action. For the
dangling modifier example, a correction could be: "Having finished the
book, I found the movie much better."

Rewrite the sentence to clarify the relationship: Sometimes a complete
sentence overhaul is the most effective solution.

Paying close attention to where your modifiers are placed is crucial for
clear and accurate writing, helping you avoid these common sentence structure
mistakes.

Subject-Verb Agreement Errors: The Foundation



of a Correct Sentence

Subject-verb agreement means that a singular subject must have a singular
verb, and a plural subject must have a plural verb. This principle is a
fundamental aspect of sentence construction, and errors in subject-verb
agreement are common sentence structure mistakes. For example, "The dog bark
loudly" is incorrect; it should be "The dog barks loudly."

Navigating Subject-Verb Agreement Challenges

Several situations can make subject-verb agreement tricky:

Compound subjects joined by "and": Usually take a plural verb. "John and
Mary are going to the party."

Compound subjects joined by "or" or "nor": The verb agrees with the
subject closest to it. "Neither the students nor the teacher is ready."
"Neither the teacher nor the students are ready."

Subjects preceded by "each," "either," "neither," "everyone,"
"everybody," "someone," "somebody," "no one," "nobody": These are
singular and require singular verbs. "Everyone is invited."

Indefinite pronouns in plural form that are singular in meaning (e.g.,
"news," "mathematics," "physics"): Take singular verbs. "The news is
good."

Subjects separated from their verbs by phrases or clauses: You must
identify the true subject. "The box of chocolates is on the table."
(Subject is "box," not "chocolates").

Collective nouns (e.g., "team," "family," "committee"): Can be singular
or plural depending on whether they are acting as a single unit or as
individuals. "The team plays well." (As a unit). "The team are arguing
amongst themselves." (As individuals).

Consistent practice and a good understanding of these rules are essential to
conquer subject-verb agreement and avoid these common sentence structure
mistakes.

Faulty Parallelism: Unbalanced Structures

Faulty parallelism occurs when elements in a series or comparison are not
grammatically consistent. This means that if you list items, they should be
in the same grammatical form. For instance, using a mix of nouns, verbs, and
gerunds in a list can create parallelism errors. These common sentence
structure mistakes can make your writing sound awkward and unbalanced.

Achieving Parallel Structure in Your Writing

Parallelism is crucial for clarity and impact, especially in lists,
comparisons, and in sentences with correlative conjunctions (e.g.,
"either...or," "neither...nor," "not only...but also").



For lists: Ensure all items are the same part of speech or have the same
grammatical structure. Incorrect: "She enjoys hiking, to swim, and
cycling." Correct: "She enjoys hiking, swimming, and cycling."

For comparisons: Maintain consistency. Incorrect: "He is more interested
in reading than to write." Correct: "He is more interested in reading
than writing."

With correlative conjunctions: The phrases following each part of the
conjunction should be parallel. Incorrect: "We decided not only to go to
the concert but also seeing the museum." Correct: "We decided not only
to go to the concert but also to see the museum."

Mastering parallel structure enhances the rhythm and readability of your
writing, preventing a common sentence structure mistake.

Vague Pronoun Reference: Who or What Are We
Talking About?

A vague pronoun reference occurs when it's unclear which noun a pronoun
(e.g., "he," "she," "it," "they," "this," "that") refers to. This ambiguity
can lead to confusion and misinterpretation, making it another of the common
sentence structure mistakes to address. For example: "John told Robert that
he had won the lottery." Who won? John or Robert?

Clarifying Pronoun References

To ensure your writing is clear, always make sure that each pronoun has a
definite antecedent (the noun it refers to) and that the reference is
unambiguous.

Ensure a clear antecedent: If there's any doubt, rephrase the sentence.
For the example above, a clearer version would be: "John told Robert,
'You have won the lottery.'" or "John congratulated Robert on winning
the lottery."

Avoid using "this," "that," "it," or "which" to refer to an entire
clause or idea: Unless it's absolutely clear what is being referred to,
rephrase. Instead of: "The company cut costs, and prices went up, which
was unexpected." try: "The company cut costs, and prices went up. This
price increase was unexpected."

Check for multiple possible antecedents: If a pronoun could refer to
more than one noun, rewrite the sentence.

Precise pronoun usage is key to avoiding confusion and eliminating common
sentence structure mistakes.

Wordiness and Redundancy: Cutting the Clutter

Wordiness and redundancy are common issues where sentences contain more words



than necessary to convey the intended meaning, or where phrases repeat the
same idea. While not always a grammatical error in the strictest sense, these
are stylistic flaws that weaken writing and can be considered among common
sentence structure mistakes that hinder clarity and impact. Phrases like
"completely finished" or "return back" are redundant.

Tips for Concise and Clear Writing

Conciseness makes your writing more direct and engaging. To eliminate
wordiness and redundancy:

Eliminate unnecessary words: Look for phrases that can be shortened. For
example, "due to the fact that" can often be replaced with "because."
"In order to" can become "to."

Remove redundant modifiers: Avoid pairs like "advance forward" or "past
history."

Use strong verbs: Replace weak verb phrases (e.g., "make an assessment
of") with stronger verbs (e.g., "assess").

Avoid nominalizations: Turning verbs into nouns often creates wordier
sentences (e.g., "make a decision" instead of "decide").

Be direct: State your point clearly and avoid beating around the bush.

Practicing these techniques will help you produce more impactful and readable
prose, avoiding the pitfalls of wordiness and redundancy, which are important
aspects of avoiding common sentence structure mistakes.

Passive Voice Overuse: When the Action Loses
its Actor

The passive voice occurs when the subject of a sentence receives the action,
rather than performing it. For instance, "The ball was hit by John" is
passive, while "John hit the ball" is active. While the passive voice has its
uses, overuse can make writing sound indirect, weak, and wordy. It's often
considered a stylistic issue that contributes to common sentence structure
mistakes when clarity is paramount.

When and How to Use Active vs. Passive Voice

The active voice is generally preferred because it is more direct, concise,
and engaging. However, there are specific situations where the passive voice
is appropriate:

When the actor is unknown or unimportant: "The window was broken."

When you want to emphasize the recipient of the action: "The report was
submitted by all departments."

To create a more formal or objective tone: Often used in scientific or



technical writing. "The experiment was conducted under controlled
conditions."

To convert from passive to active voice, identify the actor (if present) and
make it the subject of the sentence. Then, change the verb to an active form.
For example, "The cake was eaten by the children" (passive) becomes "The
children ate the cake" (active). Becoming mindful of passive voice overuse
helps avoid these common sentence structure mistakes and makes your writing
more dynamic.

Strategies for Avoiding Common Sentence
Structure Mistakes

Avoiding common sentence structure mistakes requires a combination of
understanding the rules, careful practice, and effective revision techniques.
By implementing a proactive approach and employing specific strategies,
writers can significantly improve the clarity and quality of their prose.

Read your work aloud: Hearing your sentences can help you identify
awkward phrasing, fragments, and run-ons that you might miss when
reading silently.

Proofread carefully: Dedicate time specifically for proofreading,
focusing on sentence structure issues. Don't rely solely on spell-check
and grammar-check tools, as they can miss nuanced errors.

Understand grammatical rules: Continuously review the fundamental
principles of sentence construction, including subject-verb agreement,
pronoun usage, and modifier placement.

Write concise sentences: Aim for clarity and directness. Break down
complex ideas into shorter, more manageable sentences when necessary.

Vary sentence structure: While avoiding mistakes, also aim for variety.
Mixing short and long sentences can improve the flow and engagement of
your writing.

Seek feedback: Ask a trusted peer, editor, or mentor to review your
work. A fresh pair of eyes can often spot errors you've overlooked.

Practice, practice, practice: The more you write and consciously apply
these principles, the more natural they will become.

Use editing tools wisely: Utilize grammar checkers and style editors,
but always apply your own judgment. Understand why a suggestion is made
before accepting it.

Consistent application of these strategies will lead to a marked improvement
in your writing, helping you steer clear of common sentence structure
mistakes.



Conclusion: Mastering Sentence Structure for
Clear Communication

In conclusion, understanding and avoiding common sentence structure mistakes
is fundamental to producing clear, effective, and professional writing. From
fragmented sentences and run-ons to issues with modifiers, subject-verb
agreement, parallelism, pronoun reference, wordiness, and passive voice, each
pitfall can undermine your message. By internalizing the principles of good
sentence construction and diligently applying strategies like reading aloud,
careful proofreading, and seeking feedback, writers can significantly enhance
their prose. Mastering these elements ensures your ideas are communicated
with precision and impact, making your writing resonate with your intended
audience and establishing your credibility as a skilled communicator.

Frequently Asked Questions

What's the most common punctuation error I see?

The most frequent punctuation error is the misuse of commas, often leading to
comma splices (joining two independent clauses with only a comma) or missing
commas in compound sentences and lists.

How can I avoid run-on sentences?

Run-on sentences occur when two or more independent clauses are joined
without proper punctuation or conjunctions. You can fix them by separating
the clauses with a period, semicolon, or by using a comma and a coordinating
conjunction (like 'and', 'but', 'or').

What's a common mistake with subject-verb agreement?

A common subject-verb agreement error happens when the verb doesn't match the
subject in number (singular/plural), especially with complex subjects,
intervening phrases, or indefinite pronouns.

How do I correct dangling modifiers?

Dangling modifiers are phrases that don't clearly or logically modify a word
in the sentence. Ensure the word being modified is placed immediately after
or before the modifier.

What's the difference between 'its' and 'it's' and
why is it confusing?

'Its' is a possessive pronoun (like 'his' or 'her'), showing ownership.
'It's' is a contraction of 'it is' or 'it has'. People confuse them because
apostrophes often indicate possession, but in this case, 'its' is the
exception.

I often mix up 'there,' 'their,' and 'they're.' How



can I keep them straight?

'There' refers to a place or existence. 'Their' is possessive, showing
ownership. 'They're' is a contraction of 'they are'. Remembering the 'heir'
in 'their' can help recall its possessive nature.

What is a misplaced modifier?

A misplaced modifier is a descriptive word or phrase that is placed too far
from the word it is supposed to modify, leading to confusion or unintended
meanings. Reordering the sentence often solves this.

Why is consistent verb tense important?

Consistent verb tense helps readers follow the timeline of events. Shifting
tenses unnecessarily can be jarring and confusing. Generally, maintain the
tense of the narrative unless a specific reason exists to change it.

What's the deal with apostrophes in plurals?

Apostrophes are generally NOT used to make nouns plural. They are used for
possessives (e.g., 'the dog's bone') or contractions (e.g., 'it's raining').
Plurals are typically formed by adding -s or -es (e.g., 'dogs', 'boxes').

How can I improve my sentence variety?

Avoid using the same sentence structure repeatedly. Mix short, punchy
sentences with longer, more complex ones. Start sentences with different
parts of speech (adverbs, prepositional phrases) and use subordinate clauses.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to common sentence structure mistakes, each
with a short description:

1.

The Tangled Thread: Untangling Danglers and Misplaced
Modifiers
This book delves into the often confusing world of misplaced and dangling
modifiers. It provides clear explanations and numerous examples to help
writers understand how to position descriptive phrases correctly for maximum
clarity and impact. Learn to avoid unintentionally creating humorous or
nonsensical sentences.

2.

The Fragment Fixer: Building Complete and Coherent
Thoughts
Dedicated to the pervasive problem of sentence fragments, this guide offers
practical strategies for transforming incomplete ideas into grammatically
sound sentences. Discover how to identify fragments and integrate them



effectively with surrounding clauses or rewrite them into independent units.
Readers will gain confidence in constructing solid sentence foundations.

3.

Run-On Rodeo: Taming the Wild and the Comma Splice
This engaging book tackles the challenges of run-on sentences and comma
splices head-on. Through relatable examples and step-by-step instructions, it
teaches writers how to properly connect independent clauses using
conjunctions, semicolons, or by creating separate sentences. Master the art
of controlling sentence flow and avoiding the dreaded run-on.

4.

Parallel Universe: Mastering the Art of Parallel
Structure
Explore the power and elegance of parallel structure with this insightful
resource. The book demonstrates how to create balanced and impactful writing
by using consistent grammatical forms for similar ideas. Learn to identify
and correct errors in parallelism, enhancing the rhythm and clarity of your
prose.

5.

Subject-Verb Synergy: Ensuring Agreement and Clarity
This essential guide focuses on the fundamental relationship between subjects
and verbs. It provides a comprehensive overview of subject-verb agreement,
including tricky cases involving collective nouns, indefinite pronouns, and
inverted sentences. Readers will learn to ensure their verbs accurately
reflect their subjects, avoiding grammatical disruptions.

6.

The Pronoun Puzzle: Solving Antecedent Ambiguity
Unravel the complexities of pronoun usage with this focused manual. The book
addresses common issues like unclear pronoun references and agreement errors,
teaching writers how to ensure their pronouns clearly and logically refer
back to their antecedents. Achieve precision and avoid confusion in your
writing.

7.

Awkward Arcs: Navigating Sentence Variety and Flow
This book is designed to help writers overcome the problem of monotonous or
awkward sentence constructions. It explores techniques for varying sentence
length and structure, creating a more dynamic and engaging reading
experience. Learn to build smooth transitions and eliminate jarring shifts in
rhythm.

8.



The Introductory Clause Conundrum: Placing
Prepositional and Participial Phrases
This focused guide tackles the specific challenges associated with
introductory phrases, particularly prepositional and participial ones. It
offers clear rules and examples for correctly placing these elements to
ensure they modify the intended words and avoid creating ambiguity. Enhance
your sentence clarity and precision.

9.

Clarity Command: Eliminating Redundancy and Wordiness
This book provides practical advice for streamlining sentences and cutting
unnecessary words. It teaches writers how to identify and eliminate
redundancy, weak phrasing, and verbose constructions, resulting in more
direct and impactful communication. Achieve conciseness and strength in every
sentence.
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