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#12) Basic English Usage Review  
 

 

I. Problems to avoid in writing and punctuating independent clauses.  

A. The fragment is a group of words lacking either a subject or a verb (or sometimes both) 

that masquerades as a regular sentence. 

 

Examples: 

1. the –ing fragment: The girl running down the street.  (—ing verbs cannot stand 

alone as main verbs) 

2. the who/which fragment: I saw the man.  Who reminded me of my uncle.  (who 

and which cannot stand along as subjects) 

3. the because fragment: I went home.  Because I felt sick.  (because causes the 

second clause to be dependent, and thus not a sentence) 

 

If we remove because from the example above, then we no longer have a fragment. Instead, we 

have two separate and independent sentences: I went home.  I felt sick. 

 

If we want to combine these sentences, what are our options?  

1. Replace the period with a semi-colon:  I went home; I felt sick. 

2. Replace the period with a comma, plus a coordinating conjunction (and, but, 

or, nor, for yet, so):  I went home, but I felt sick. 

3. Replace the period with a subordinating conjunction, plus a comma (when 

necessary):  I went home because I felt sick.   

    Because I felt sick, I went home. 

 

The following are not options for combining these two sentences 

and will create the errors described: 

 

   Comma Splice  

1. Using only a comma between the two sentences: 

I went home, I felt sick. 

2.  Using a comma and a conjunctive adverb between the two sentences: 

 I went home, furthermore I felt sick. 

 

  Fused Sentence 

   Joining the two sentences with no punctuation or conjunction. 

    I went home I felt sick. 
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Run-on Sentence 

Using only a coordinating conjunction between the two sentences (without a 

comma).  Remember, you must have a conjunction to have a run-on. 

 I went home for I felt sick. 

 

  Sentence Fragment 

   Using a semi-colon along with a subordinating conjunction to join an  

independent clause with a dependent one.   

 Because I felt sick; I went home. 

 

(This is incorrect because once you have joined two clauses with a  

subordinating conjunction, one of the two clauses becomes dependent, so a  

comma should be used instead of a semi-colon.) 

 

II. Handling Verbs 

 

A. If a subject is singular, then the form of the verb must be singular.  If the subject is plural, 

then the form of the verb must be plural.  The rules are termed agreement.  It is a 

peculiarity of English that we add an s to a verb to make it singular.   

Singular forms    Plural forms 

I grow     We grow 

You grow    You grow 

The girl grows    The girls grow 

The flower in the yard grows  The slugs in the garden grow 

Anxiety grows    Anxieties grow 

 

 Special cases to watch: 

1. The correlatives: in either/or and neither/nor constructions, the verb takes the number 

of the subject nearer to it.  This is called a paired conjunction.   

Either the John or the children are coming to the party. 

Either the children or the John is making the cookies. 

2. Elements (like prepositional phrases) that come between the subject and the verb do 

not change the number of either.   

The author who wrote many books is the victim. 

The fact that he lost the five races upsets no one. 

The point of all the assignments last year was lost. 

The boys as well as the administration like circus animals. 

3. Use a singular verb with an indefinite pronoun, such as: each, anybody, everybody, 

nobody, or someone.   

Nobody loves a dead chicken. 

Everybody eats a little too much fatty food. 

4. The use of “there” to begin a sentence reverses the order from subject-verb to verb-

subject.  

There are five turkeys in the house. 

There is a reason for the season. 
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B. Verbs express time: I run today; I ran yesterday; I will run tomorrow.  Therefore, if there 

are two verbs in one sentence, the times they express should relate logically to one 

another.  The following construction, termed a shift tense, changes the time in the 

sentence from past to present for no apparent reason.   

When I went to the disco, I drink margaritas. 

 

III. Using Pronouns  

 

A. A pronoun is a word that substitutes for a noun, or sometimes another pronoun.  There 

are many types of pronouns in English: personal pronouns (he, she, they, we, you, it), 

relative pronouns (who, which), indefinite pronouns (everyone, anybody).  In writing, the 

specific noun to which a pronoun refers should be clear.   

B. Many personal and relative pronouns come in pairs, like she/her, he/him, and who/whom.  

Which member of the pair to use depends on how the pronoun functions in a sentence.  

She, he and who are used as subjects of verbs and as complements (predicate nominative): 

She ran with the chicken. 

The man in the chicken suit is he. 

No one knows who invented chickens. 

  Her, him, and whom are used as objects, especially of verbs and prepositions: 

   I tickled her. 

   Give the chicken to him. 

   I wasn’t sure whom I kicked in the gizzard. 

  The selection of who vs. whom will not present difficulties if you: 

1. Work with only the dependent clause in which who/whom appears; 

2. rearrange the words in this clause into standard subject-verb word order; and 

3. substitute he for who and him for whom to arrive at the answer. 

Applying these steps to the sentence “I wasn’t sure who/whom I kicked in the gizzard” 

yields the following: 

1. Isolate dependent clause “who/whom I saw”; 

2. rearrange words “I saw who/whom”; and 

3. substitute he/him: “I saw he” is obviously wrong; therefore, the answer is 

him/whom. 

 

IV. Handling modifiers and parallel structure  

 

A. Misplaced modifiers.  A misplaced modifier is, simply, a part of a sentence that is in the 

wrong place.  Correcting a misplaced modifier involves locating the part of the sentence 

that is out of place, then moving it to where it belongs. 

Tony bought an old chicken from a nun without any feathers. 

1. Locate the part of the sentence that is out of place: without any feathers. 

2. Move it to where it belongs: Tony bought an old chicken without any feathers from a 

nun. 
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B. Dangling modifiers.  A dangling modifier is a section of a sentence that does not seem to 

relate to anything else in the sentence; thus, it “dangles.”  Ninety-nine percent of the time, 

the dangling modifier comes at the beginning of the sentence, in this pattern: 

--ing or –ed word + comma + subject  

(While smoking my pipe, my chicken sat on the couch) 

   

  The –ing word should go with the word right after the comma; in this case it does  

not, since it is doubtful that the chicken is smoking.  Unlike the misplaced modifier, the 

dangling modifier cannot be moved to another spot in the sentence, since there is no word 

to attach it to: “y chicken sat on the couch smoking my pipe” is no improvement. 

 

C. Parallelism.  Sentence parts joined together by and, a, but, either, or, neither, nor, not only, 

but also, and both need to be parallel grammatically.  That is, a noun goes with a noun 

(ham and eggs) a verb with a verb (pluck or cluck), a phrase with a phrase (on the block 

but in the coop).  Faulty parallelism results when: 

1. The part before the conjunction is different grammatically from the part after the 

conjunction: 

They liked chicken and to walk in the woods. 

                         (noun)       (infinitive) 

2. An item in a series is different from the rest of the items in the series: 

He enjoys squawking, walking, jaywalking, and to giggle. 

    (gerund)  (gerund)    (gerund)       (infinitive) 

3. The part between the two correlative conjunctions is different grammatically 

from the part after the second conjunction: 

I used to find him either on the porch or tickling the chicken. 

                                   (prep. phrase)      (verb phrase) 

 

 

CAPITALIZATION 

 

1. Mother, please hand me the chicken.  My mother is almost five feet tall. 

2. My hardest class this summer is Calculus 1013.  My calculus test was fun! 

3. I speak English and French in my history and sociology courses. 

4. Let’s go to Mexico in the spring.   

   

APOSTROPHES 

 

1. 6ÏÖɀÚ in the doghouse with Jerry?  Whose chicken is it? 

2. (ÛɀÚ cold in this freezer.  The chicken is picking at its fleas. 

3. .ÕÌɀÚ methods should be well-developed.  All of ours are not. 

4. To really get to know the pro wrestler is a àÌÈÙɀÚɯstudy. 

5. A ËÖÎɀÚ bite is worse than a ÕÜÕɀÚ. 
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VERB CHOICES 

 

1.  I sit here. (no action)   I set the book down. (action) 

2.  I lie here. (no action)   I lay the book down. (action) 

3.  The temperature rises. (no object)  He raises chickens. (object) 

4.  I would have gone. (correct)  I would of gone. (incorrect) 

5.  I would have gone. (correct)  I would have went. (incorrect) 

6.  Speakers and writers imply.  Listeners and readers infer. 

 

WORD CHOICES 

 

1.  The argument is between two people. The argument is among four cats. 

2.  The principal (main) thing to remember is that the principal of the school upholds the  

principles (rules). 

3.  I have less time than ever.  There seem to be fewer hours available for sleep. 

4.  Rain affects (verb) the soil.  The effect (noun) is usually muddiness. 

5.  The writer cited (quoted) the site (place) as a beautiful sight (vision). 

6.  Hardly is a negative, thus: “couldn’t hardly” is a double negative, just as “He didn’t see no  

girls” is a double negative.  Instead, use “He could hardly believe it.” 

6. “He sure is cute” should read “He surely is cute.”  “He played real good” in speech becomes 

“He played really well” in writing. 

7. “Bob is as stingy as they” [are stingy], not “Bob is as stingy as them.”  “Sue is smarter than I” 

[am smart], not òSue is smarter than me.ó 

 
 


