
Revised 3/6/2009 1 

 
 
 

#13) Troubleshooting Verbs 
 

Because verbs are the heart of the sentence, they are the most vulnerable to errors.  This handout details 

four categories of common verb errors and methods to correct them.  Some of these errors are universal 

to all writing assignments.  Others, such as tense shifts, are more frequently encountered with certain 

types of writing, such as the literature-based writing in Composition II and World Literature.  This 

handout addresses four of the most commonly occurring verb usage issues. 

 

 

Correcting Subject-Verb Disagreement 
Verbs must always match their subjects in number and type. The sentences below show both 

mismatched subjects and verbs and their corrected counterparts. 

 

Error A: The two main goals of my life is to be generous and to have no regrets. 

 

Because the subject “goals” is plural, the verb must also take the plural form. 

 

Corrected A: The two main goals of my life are to be generous and to have no regrets. 

 

Error B: The senator and her husband commutes every day from Maryland. 

 

 If a subject has two or more parts joined by “and,” the verb should take the plural form. 

 

 Corrected B: The senator and her husband commute every day from Maryland. 

 

Error C: My dogs or my cat eat everything in the garbage. 

 

If a subject has two or more parts joined by “or” or “nor,” the verb should agree with the 

part nearest to the verb. 

 

Corrected C: My dogs or my cat eats everything in the garbage. 

 

Error D: Each of these designs coordinate with the others. 

   Many of these designs coordinates with the others. 

 

Most indefinite pronouns such as “either,” “each,” “neither,” or “one” are always singular 

and take a singular verb.  Some, such as “both,” “few,” “many,” “others,” and “several” 

are always plural and take plural verbs. 

 

                                                   

 Adapted from Bedford St. Martin’s “Twenty Most Common Errors” at http://bcs.bedfordstmartins.com/smhandbook 



Revised 3/6/2009 2 

 

Corrected D: Each of these designs coordinates with the others. 

            Many of these designs coordinate with the others. 

 

NOTE: Several indefinite pronouns can be singular or plural depending on the context in which 

they are used: “all,” “any,” “enough,” “more,” “most,” “none,” “some.” 

 

              Example: All of the students take the test.  (“all” refers to “students,” which is plural)  

                 All of the casserole was eaten. (“all” refers to “casserole,” which is singular) 

 

Error E: Johnson was one of the athletes who was disqualified. 

  

The relative pronouns “who,” “which,” or “that” take verbs that agree with the word the 

pronoun refers to. 

 

 Corrected E: Johnson was one of the athletes who were disqualified. 

 

 

Transitive and Intransitive Verbs: Proper Use 
Certain verbs take an object in order to complete their meanings.  These are called transitive verbs.  

Verbs that do not need to take an object are called intransitive verbs.  Errors occur when transitive verbs 

are not given objects or when intransitive verbs are given objects. 

 

Error A: He brings to the picnic. 

  

Because “brings” is a transitive verb, the sentence must include the object—in this case, 

what he brings to the picnic. 

 

Corrected A: He brings potato salad to the picnic. 

 

Error B: He complains the weather conditions. 

 

“Complains” is not a transitive verb.  Therefore, a preposition is needed to explain how he 

complains. 

 

 Corrected B: He complains about the weather conditions. 

 

NOTE: Some words can be either transitive or intransitive depending on the context. 

 Example: The train runs from Memphis to Atlanta every day. 

     Stephen runs a restaurant in Manhattan. 

In the first sentence, “runs” is not transitive, and therefore does not take an object.  Rather, 

it has a phrase modifying where the train runs.  In the second sentence, the verb is 

transitive and needs the object to explain what Stephen runs. 

 

In many cases, understanding transitive and intransitive verbs simply requires memorizing 

which verbs take which form.  Below is a table of commonly used transitive and intransitive 

verbs. 
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  Infinitive  Simple Past  Past Participle   Example 

  Transitive:   to lay   laid   laid   Ann lays the flowers on the table. 

  Intransitive:   to lie   lay   lain   Ann lies in bed until morning. 

          

  Transitive:   to raise   raised   raised   Jim raises the ladder to the roof. 

  Intransitive:   to rise   rose   risen   The smoke rises into the sky. 

          

  Transitive:   to set   set   set   Tom sets the pot on the stove. 

  Intransitive:   to sit   sat   sat   Tom sits in his easy chair most evenings. 

 

 

Spotting Unnecessary Shifts in Tense
     Most academic assignments require predominant use of a particular verb tense. Generally, events that have 

already occurred are written in past tense; literary analysis is written in the present tense. The examples 

below detail common tense usage errors and exceptions to the general rules. 

 

 Shifting to the past tense in a present tense essay 

The most common error in tense is shifting to the past tense when discussing other people's writing, which 

we most often write about in the present tense. (An exception to this rule is reviewing published work in 

APA style, which calls for past tense signal verbs.) This error occurs for the following reasons: 

 

1. The tense of past tense literature bleeds into the tense of your summary. (Tense shifts are in bold face.) 

 

Error:  At the beginning of Anna Karenina, Oblonsky is introduced as an unfaithful husband. His 

wife, Dolly, was furious because of his affair with the French governess. Oblonsky's sister, 

Anna, soon arrived and persuaded Dolly to forgive him. 

 

Although putting the bold-faced verbs into present tense may sound strange at first, it will soon 

become routine as you adapt to the stylistic conventions of this type of writing: 

 

Corrected: At the beginning of Anna Karenina, Oblonsky is introduced as an unfaithful husband. 

His wife, Dolly, is furious because of his affair with the French governess. Oblonsky's sister, 

Anna, soon arrives and persuades Dolly to forgive him. 

 

The correction is simply a matter of finding the past tense verbs and changing them into the 

present tense. 

 

2. Reminding readers of an earlier event in the literature, while discussing a later event, can cause tense  

confusion: 

 

Error: Romeo rushes to the tomb and finds Juliet, as he thinks, dead. Juliet took the sleeping 

potion given her by the Friar and was put into a death-like sleep. 

 

The problem the writer faces here is of reporting an earlier action while discussing a later one. 

The problem is easily solved by putting the prior action in present perfect tense: 
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Corrected: Romeo rushes to the tomb and finds Juliet, as he thinks, dead. Juliet has taken the 

sleeping potion given her by the Friar and has been put into a death-like sleep. 

 

Remember that the present perfect is a handy tool for keeping present tense essays in the 

present tense. 

 

        Shifting to the present tense in a past tense essay 

 

1. You can slip into the present tense in the story-teller mode. Telling stories about ourselves in the present tense 

is natural; we do it in conversation all the time. However, this habit becomes a problem when writing formal past 

tense narratives: 

 

Error: I drew the shades in my house and sat down in front of the TV. This guy comes on, 

talking about how the C.I.A., the car companies, and Johnson and Johnson are all involved in a 

plot to overthrow the government. 

 

Correcting tense is simply a matter of changing the present tense verbs into the past: 

 

Corrected: I drew the shades in my house and sat down in front of the TV. This guy came on, 

talking about how the C.I.A., the car companies, and Johnson and Johnson were all involved in 

a plot to overthrow the government. 

 

2. Relating past events which are still true can cause tense confusion. 

 

Error: My mother told us to be ever-vigilant for chances to help others; she wanted us to give 

part of what we were blessed with to people less fortunate. My mother, to be quite candid, is 

more conscious of the community's needs than her own. 

 

While the writer's mother may still be alive, changing the tense of the story is not necessary. 

Past tense here is a matter of form, and bears no comment on the mother's health. The correction 

is to change present tense is to past tense was. 

 

Corrected: My mother, to be quite candid, was more conscious of the community's needs than 

her own. 

 

       Avoiding other common errors of tense 

 

1. Be aware of when to use perfect tense. Any time a sentence contains a specific reference point in time 

(usually a prepositional phrase beginning with "by"), use the perfect tenses. Here are some examples in 

which the perfect form is inappropriately left out; the first is a future tense example, the second is past. 

 

Error A: By noon, I will eat all of the leftover pizza. 

 

Corrected A: By noon, I will have eaten all of the leftover pizza. 
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Note the specific reference point, "by noon." The correction is to change the future present tense 

to the future perfect "have eaten." Here is a tense-shifted sentence from a past tense essay: 

 

Error B: As early as July of 1934, Augustus met all of the St. Louis dignitaries. 

 

Corrected B: As early as July of 1934, Augustus had met all of the St. Louis dignitaries. 

 

Here, we change the simple past tense "met" to the perfect "had met." 

 

2. Be careful not to use "extra” tenses. A surprisingly common tense shift is the use of perfect or 

progressive forms where they are not required. Note the awkward verb forms in the following excerpt 

from a past tense essay: 

 

Error: During Desert Storm, the Department of Defense had classified information about the 

use of the Harrier aircraft; however, we can assume the aircraft were probably flying night-time 

missions fairly regularly. 

 

Here, the verbs should be simple past tense: 

 

Corrected: During Desert Storm, the Department of Defense classified information about the use 

of the Harrier aircraft; however, we can assume that the aircraft probably flew night-time 

missions fairly regularly. 

 

3. Speak of things which are always true in the present tense. Things which you should speak of in the 

present tense, even in a past tense essay, are truisms, such as laws of nature, geographical facts, and 

maxims or proverbs. 

 

Error: In 1939, I learned that the moon went around the earth. 

 

Since the moon still goes around the earth, change the verb to the present tense: 

 

Corrected: In 1939, I learned that the moon goes around the earth. 

 

4. Subordinate clauses governed by a past tense main verb must be in the past tense: 

 

Error: Mr. Magoo saw poorly because he never wears his glasses. 

 

Corrected: Mr. Magoo saw poorly because he never wore his glasses. 

 

5. Verbals are also subject to tense shift; make sure that sequence of action is clear: 

 

Error: Enraged by the accusations, Paula regained her composure. 

 

Since Paula was clearly enraged before she was composed, let the perfect form of the passive 

participle reflect that fact: 
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Corrected: Having been enraged by the accusations, Paula regained her composure. 

 

NOTE: Many verbs have irregular forms as they shift tenses.  A table of irregular verbs is found on 

pages 597-600 of the St. Martin’s Handbook (6th ed.) 

 

 

Learning to Use the Subjunctive 
The subjunctive mood is used to indicate a hypothetical situation, a wish, a circumstance contrary to fact, a 

suggestion, or a demand. Examples:   

 

   Hypothetical: If we were to leave early, we would get there before Friday. 

       Wish: I wish I were on the morning shift. 

       Contrary to fact: If I were you, I wouldn’t wear teal to a funeral. 

       Suggestion: I suggest she take her things on the trip. 

       Demand: His teacher insisted that Ed show up on time. 

 

You’ll notice in these examples that the verb doesn’t appear to match the person and number of the 

subject.  The subjunctive mood has two exceptions to the normal rules for subject-verb agreement: 

  

1. In the subjunctive mood, verbs in the present tense drop the “s” they normally end with in the third 

person. 

2. The past tense form “was” is always replaced by “were” in the subjunctive mood, no matter what the 

person and number of the subject are. 

 

NOTE: Words such as “if,” “as though,” and “wish” may help you recognize the subjunctive.  Below 

are examples of misused subjunctive mood with corrections. 

 

Error A: If I was anywhere else, I wouldn’t be here. 

 

Corrected A: If I were anywhere else, I wouldn’t be here. 

 

Error B: If he was a little bit taller, they would be a really cute couple. 

 

Corrected B: If he were a little bit taller, they would be a really cute couple. 

 

Error C: Her boss demanded that she spends two weeks learning the new software. 

 

Corrected C: Her boss demanded that she spend two weeks learning the new software. 
 
 
 
 

                                                   

 Adapted from When Bad Grammar Happens to Good People by Ann Batko 


