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Warm-up 

Exercise 1: Each sentence in this exercise has at least one punctuation error in it. Circle 

the errors, and if you’re feeling confident, correct them too. 

 

1. If you are expecting any calls coming in this morning, please be aware that none 

of the three numbers that come to this phone are working. Internally, things are 

fine; I can dial extensions and receive calls from your desk but am not receiving 

calls from the “outside world.” 

 

2. You have completed the registration process. Click here to begin your course. 

 

3. Great work, everyone! It’s fun to get to report on great numbers like this. 

 

4. This is a reminder that there are 3 days left for our book fair—Saturday is the last 

day. 

 

5. Her blood work shows her thyroid is fine; however, her cholesterol is a little high. 

 

6. There are safety issues that must be addressed immediately. For example, two fire 

doors are routinely propped open. 

 

7. If clients, prospects, RFPs, or vendors require financial statements, please contact 

either Linda or myself, and we will be happy to provide them with our audited 

financial packet. 

 

8. Most hard drives have a schematic that is either silk-screened onto the case of the 

drive or is on a label near the jumper pins. 
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ERROR 1: The comma splice 

RED FLAG: A comma in the middle of a longish sentence 
 
 
 
Two independent sentences: 

 

The rat takes the cheese. The cheese stands alone. 

 

The same sentences become independent clauses when they are put together into one 

sentence: 

 

The rat takes the cheese; the cheese stands alone. 

 

A semicolon, not a comma, is used between independent clauses. 

Other choices include keeping the two clauses as separate sentences, or in some cases, 

using a dash. 
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ERROR 2: The run-on 
RED FLAG: A long sentence with no punctuation, especially if and, but, or or are in it 

 

Two independent clauses—sets of words that could stand alone as sentences—can also be 

joined by the conjunctions and, but, and or, along with sets like either…or and neither… 

nor. When you use a conjunction to join two clauses that could stand alone as 

sentences—that are independent—you put a COMMA before the conjunction: 

 

The rat takes the cheese, and the cheese stands alone. 

 

Either the rat takes the cheese, or we can’t finish the game. 

 

Corrected sentence 7 from exercise 1: 

If clients, prospects, RFPs, or vendors require financial statements, please 

contact either Linda or me, and we will be happy to provide them with our 

audited financial packet. 

OR 

If clients, prospects, RFPs, or vendors require financial statements, please 

contact either Linda or me; we will be happy to provide them with our audited 

financial packet. 

 
Corrected sentence 8 from exercise 1 (to correct parallelism problem too): 

Most hard drives have a schematic that either is silk-screened onto the case of the 

drive or is on a label near the jumper pins. 
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RULE-BREAKER 1: The comma after and, but, and or 
 
Compare the following sentences: 

 

Yes, he’s boring; however, his wife is entertaining. 

Yes, he’s boring, but his wife is entertaining. 

 

You can move however around: 

 

Yes, he’s boring; his wife, however, is entertaining. 

Yes, he’s boring; his wife is entertaining, however. 

 

You can’t move but: 

 

Yes, he’s boring; his wife, but, is entertaining. 

Yes, he’s boring; his wife is entertaining, but. 

 

So when and, but, or or are being used as sentence adverbs, don’t put a comma there 

unless you really want to indicate a dramatic pause (most common in dialogue): 

 

And it’s even more important that we heed their advice today. 

But we cannot make assumptions about what his motive was. 

“And, and, he was at least seven feet tall!” 

“Or, they might have just nabbed the wrong guy.” 
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ERROR 3: It’s for its 

RED FLAG: Either it’s or its in a sentence 
 
 
Pronoun: its (just like his) 
 
Contraction: it’s (short for “it is”) 
 
 
TIP: If his will substitute, use its. If it will not, use it’s.  
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ERROR 4: Dashitis   

RED FLAG: More than two dashes in one sentence, or a bunch of dashes throughout a 
document 
 
Set apart interruptions and shifts in thought: 

 
It wasn’t like I was a bum—we were hanging out with Jean-Michel Basquiat and 

Warhol—but it wasn’t like I was rich. 

 

Faced with such evidence, she could no longer deny the extent of his philandering—

how could it not have been obvious? And there had been earlier clues, too, now that 

she thought about it. 

 
Emphasize a piece of information, or contrast it with what came before it: 

 
There aren’t many playwrights whose style—whose virtuosic command of words—is 

enough to recommend their work, but Sorkin is one. 

 

You don’t hate him for wanting to work through his traumas on the page rather than 

with his fists—that’s who he is. 

 
Indicate hesitation in dialogue: 

 
“What I meant was—” She searched for the right way to say it. 

 
Set off introductory or concluding series or concluding explanations: 

 
Epic oratorios, doggerel verse, traditional poems, opera libretti—if it could be put 

into meter, Auden wrote it. 

 

At the Whitehouse Hotel in the Bowery, the tourist rate is $28—permanents pay 

somewhere between $6 and $9.  
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Exercise 2:  

 
Read the paragraph below. What would you do to fix the use of dashes in it? 
 

A classic example of social distancing is the “snow day,” in which people are 

asked to stay home. Government office buildings, stores, schools, and 

transportation systems close to enhance public safety. Other examples include 

canceling public events—such as concerts, sports competitions, movies, and 

plays—and closing recreational facilities—such as community swimming pools, 

youth clubs, and gyms. 

 

The corrected version puts parentheses around the parenthetical information: 

 

A classic example of social distancing is the “snow day,” in which people are 

asked to stay home. Government office buildings, stores, schools, and 

transportation systems close to enhance public safety. Other examples include 

canceling public events (such as concerts, sports competitions, movies, and plays) 

and closing recreational facilities (such as community swimming pools, youth 

clubs, and gyms). 
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ERROR 5: The dangler 

RED FLAG: A sentence that begins with a participle, which is the –ing form or the –ed form 
of a verb 
 
 

Whistling down the street, a nice tie in a window caught my eye. 

As I was whistling down the street,… 

 

Sparkling and romantic, we loved the ambience of the river lights. 

We loved the ambience of the sparkling and romantic river lights. 

 

Based on third-quarter results, we expect to beat projections. 

On the basis of the third-quarter results,… 

Judging from third-quarter results,… 

 
 
 
 
 
 
RULE-BREAKER 2: Not every dangler is silly and has to be fixed. 
 

 
Reading Kant, it can be hard to follow his line of reasoning. 

 

The corrected dangler, “When you are reading Kant,” is overkill.
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ERROR 6: The overuse of myself, yourself, etc. 

RED FLAG: The existence of a –self pronoun in a document 
 

Exercise 3: In the sentences below, some uses of a –self pronoun are correct and some are not. 

Your job is to decide which ones are wrong. Extra credit if you fix them correctly, too. 

 
 

1. My team and myself thank you. 

2. On behalf of the COO and myself, I’d like to thank you for your efforts. 

3. The assistant defense attorney had to recuse himself from the trial. 

4. We need someone like yourself in a managerial position. 

5. She herself didn’t do the research; her assistant did. 

 
1. My team and I thank you. 

2. On behalf of the COO, and on my own behalf too, I’d like to thank you for your efforts. 

Or simply: 

On behalf of the COO, I’d like to thank you for your efforts. 

3. The assistant defense attorney had to recuse himself from the trial. 

4. We need someone like you in a managerial position. 

5. She herself didn’t do the research; her assistant did. 
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ERROR 7: Nonparallel lists 

RED FLAG: Bullets that don’t complete the sentence that introduces them 
 
The following list is NOT parallel: 
 

Our corporate values are: 
• to do the right thing 
• deliver raving service 
• quality is always produced 
• to help one another 
• exceeded expectations 
• embrace change 
• socially responsible 
• earning a reasonable profit 

 
Here is the corrected version: 
 

Our corporate values are to: 
• do the right thing 
• deliver raving service 
• produce quality always 
• help one another 
• exceed expectations 
• embrace change 
• accept social responsibility 
• earn a reasonable profit 

 
 

WRONG: I’m looking for a man who likes walks in the park, non-smoker, no 
children. 
 
RIGHT: I’m looking for a man who likes walks in the park, is a non-smoker, and 
has no children. 
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ERROR 8: They being used as a singular pronoun 

RED FLAG: A singular subject followed by they, such as “The company…they” or “If 
someone…they” 
 

WRONG: If anyone wants to, they can write to me for more information. 
 
RIGHT: If anyone wants to, he or she can write to me for more information. 
 
BETTER: Anyone who wants to can write to me for more information. 
 

 
WRONG: Chrysler was in talks with the union, but now they have cut off 
negotiations. 
 
RIGHT: Chrysler was in talks with the union, but now it has cut off negotiations. 

 
 
TIP: Some solutions work better for rewriting than others. Choose whatever solution calls 

the least attention to the pronouns in the text; usually this is substituting plural referents 

for singular ones. Alternating between he and she is usually tiring (except in special 

contexts such as references to children in parenting magazines). 
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RULE-BREAKER 3: Sometimes, using the plural where the singular is traditional 
makes more sense. 
 
Collective nouns 
 
Context should dictate whether they are treated as singular or plural. Just be consistent. 
 

The couple left on their honeymoon. 

Today’s youth are a lot like we were as kids. 

Today’s youth represents a powerful consumer bloc. 

 
Collective nouns used more often in the plural: majority and minority; a bunch and a 
handful; and bulk, percentage, and proportion. 
 
The pronouns any and none 
 
Any can mean “any one” or “any one or more.” None can mean “not one” or “not any.” 
 

None was prepared to volunteer for KP duty. 

Are any of you ready to volunteer? 



 
Grammar’s Dirty Dozen

 
 
 

Grammar’s Dirty Dozen     presented by The Office Professional      ©2008 McMurry, Inc.  13 

ERROR 9: Using an apostrophe in a plural 

RED FLAG: Apostrophes present where there is no contraction or no possession 

 
The greengrocer’s apostrophe 
 

WRONG: Potatoe’s 89 cents a pound 
 
 
Use an apostrophe in a plural only in these circumstances: 
 
In a date: 
 

The 1990’s were a period of prolonged economic growth. 
 
BUT compare the following: 
 

PREFERRED: The ’50s and ’60s were when youth culture finally took over 
American society. 
 
AWKWARD: The ’50’s and ’60’s were when youth culture finally took over 
American society. 

 
When a single lowercased letter is made plural: 
 

Mind your p’s and q’s. 

She writes her i’s well, but her a’s need work. 

 
Do not use an apostrophe with abbreviations that are made plural: 
 

There are ATMs in nearly every corner shop. 

the search for WMDs 
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ERROR 10: Overusing whom 

RED FLAG: The existence of whom in a sentence 
 
 
 
RULE-BREAKER 4:  It is better to use who when whom would technically 
be right than to use whom where who is actually right. 
 
 
TIP: To decide whether whom is okay, try to swap in an –m pronoun (him, them) that 
you’re sure of. If it fits, then whom fits. 
 
 

WRONG: 
 

For example, all the Middle Kids 1 children whom are going into the Big Kids 

room in September will be moved into that room for the 2 days.  The same will 

apply to the children whom are moving into MK2. 

 
RIGHT: 
 

For example, all the Middle Kids 1 children who are going into the Big Kids room 

in September will be moved into that room for the 2 days.  The same will apply to 

the children who are moving into MK2. 

 

Ask yourself: Are “they” going, or are “them” going? Only choose whom if you answer 

that question with them.
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ERROR 11: Hypercorrecting I 

RED FLAG: I as the second pronoun in a compound 

 
 

WRONG: Me and her went to the movies. 

WRONG: Her and I went to the movies. 

WRONG: They came to the movies with she and I. 

WRONG: They came to the movies with her and I. 

 
Remove one of the pronouns and see if the sentence sounds right: 
 

WRONG: Her went to the movies. 

WRONG: They came to the movies with I. 

 
Whatever is right alone will be right in a compound:  
 

RIGHT: She and I went to the movies. 
RIGHT: They came to the movies with her and me.  

 

TIP: Remember that a preposition like between or for always takes the object case—the 

me case, not the I case—so that “between you and me” and “this is just for you and her” 

are correct. 
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ERROR 12: Verbs not agreeing with the subject 

RED FLAG: Subjects with more than one part to them (compound subjects) 
 
If you have a subject with more than one part to it, and the two parts are joined by “and,” 

the subject is plural, and so is the verb: 

 
Marge and Homer have three children. 

 
If you have a subject with more than one part to it, but they are connected by “or” or 

“nor,” the verb agrees with whatever is closest to it: 

 
Neither Marge nor the kids were home. 

Neither the kids nor Marge was home. 

 
A compound as a singular unit takes a singular verb: 
 

“Marge and Homer” is the subject of our earlier sentence. 
 

WRONG: Fewer pages and less circulation per employee means that the 

reductions in time spent are simply attributable to changes in the scale of custom 

publishing efforts overall. 

 
The rule of proximity: 
 

Less than 50 percent of the answers were accurate. 
 
When a subject such as percent could be interpreted as plural or singular depending on 
the context, then proximity—whatever is nearest to the verb—determines the plurality of 
the verb. 
 
Some plural nouns are also treated as singular concepts: 
 

A billion dollars is a lot of money. 

Politics isn’t something I want to discuss. 
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The Baker’s Dozen— 
Error 13: Misplaced modifiers 

RED FLAG: A word that emphasizes the wrong thing in a sentence 
 
A misplaced modifier is simply one that is in the wrong place, usually because it is too 

far away from whatever it is meant to be modifying. 

Only he hit her in the eye yesterday. 

He only hit her in the eye yesterday. 

He hit only her in the eye yesterday. 

He hit her only in the eye yesterday. 

He hit her in the eye only yesterday. 

He hit her in the eye yesterday only. 

Two principles: 
 

1. The most natural place for a modifier in English is right next to what it 

modifies. 

Put that Frisbee in the car in the house. 

Put that Frisbee in the house in the car. 

2. The most natural place for a modifier in a multiword verb is right after the 

first element of the verb. RULE-BREAKER 5: Go ahead and split the 

infinitive. 
AMBIGUOUS: He wanted personally to supervise the project. 

DIFFERENT MEANING: Personally, he wanted to supervise the project, 

but he knew he couldn’t. 

FINE: He wanted to personally supervise the project. 

FINE: He wanted to supervise the project personally. 

STILTED: She truthfully can be said to be the worst cello player in the 

world. 

FINE: She can truthfully be said to be the worst cello player in the world. 
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RESOURCES for QUICK HELP 
 
The Gregg Reference Manual, 10th Edition, by William A. Sabin 
Online: www.mhhe.com/business/buscom/gregg/ 
 
Woe is I: The Grammarphobe’s Guide to Better English in Plain English, by Patricia T. 
O’Conner 
 
Merriam-Webster’s Concise Dictionary of English Usage, edited by E. Ward Gilman 
 
Charles Darling’s Guide to Grammar and Writing:  
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/  
 
Paul Brians’ Common Errors in English Usage online: 
www.wsu.edu/~brians/errors/errors.html 
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