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COMMON ERRORS in GRAMMAR and PUNCTUATION: 
A Checklist for Proof-reading 

 

Before you hand in any piece of writing, use this list to make any necessary corrections. 
Remember that the grammar checker on your computer may help you, but it can also 
mislead you. 
 

INCOMPLETE SENTENCES 
1. Using the -ing for a verb as a complete verb. 
 

x He being the most capable student in the class. 
 
Correction: either change being to is or use a comma to attach the whole phrase to a 
complete sentence. 

 
2. Punctuating a dependent clause as though it were a complete sentence. 
 

x Even if it has a capital letter and a full stop. 
x Which is why I always carry an umbrella. 

 
Correction: Join the whole phrase onto a complete sentence; commas may be 
needed, depending on which part of the sentence the phrase is attached to. 

 

LACK OF AGREEMENT 
3. Using a plural verb for a singular subject (or vice versa). 
 

x One of the most widespread trends have been increased advertising by tertiary 
institutions. 

 
Correction: change have to has (one….has, not one……have). 

 
x The College of Education are located on the Hokowhitu site in Palmerston North. 

 
Correction: even though the college is made up of a large number of people, the 
college itself is singular (“The College of Education is….”) 

 
4. Using a pronoun that does not agree in number or gender with the noun to which it 
refers (its antecedent). 
 

x Each university has to keep within their budget. 
 

Correction: change the pronoun their to its because each university (the antecedent) 
is singular (as the verb has indicates). 
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INCONSISTENCY 
5. Inconsistent tenses. 
 

x The sun was shining brightly, but the temperature is quite cold. 
 

Correction: put both verbs (was shining and is) in the present or the past tense. 
 
6. Faulty parallels. 

 
x Children enjoy painting, drawing, and to make things. 

 
Correction: change to make to making so that it matches painting and drawing. This 
mistake is often made in bulleted lists. 

 

JOINING SENTENCES INCORRECTLY 
7. Running two sentences together (a run-on sentence). 
 

x This is my last assignment I only have to sit the exam now. 
 

Correction: put a semicolon or a full stop after assignment. 
 
8. Joining (“splicing”) two complete sentences with only a comma (a comma splice) 
 

x My fi rst essay was not very good, this one is much better. 
 

Correction: either put in a conjunction like but after the comma, or place a 
semicolon or full stop after good. 

 
9. Using an adverb (Such as consequently, hence, however, meanwhile, moreover, neverthe-
less, otherwise, or therefore) instead of a conjunction (such as and, although, as because, 
but, if, unless, until, when, whereas, or while) to join two sentences (also a comma splice). 
 

x Some students earn high marks for internal assessment, however they do not 
always do so well in exams . 

 
Correction: change the comma before however to a semicolon or a full stop. 

 
10. Omitting the comma when two sentences are joined by a co-ordinating conjunction 
(and, but, for, nor, or,so, or yet). 
 

x The academic year used to be only two semesters long but it is increasingly 
extended to three. 
 
Correction: insert a comma before a co-ordinating conjunction like but when it links 
two complete sentences (the comma is sometimes omitted in a short sentence). 
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INACCURATE EMBEDDING 
11. Omitting the comma after an introductory word or phrase at the beginning of a 
sentence. 
 

x However appropriate commas make meaning clearer. 
 

Correction: add a comma after However. 
 
12. Omitting one on the commas when a pair of commas is needed. 
 

x At the end of the semester, when the lectures are over students have to sit exams. 
 

Correction: the phrase when the lectures are over needs a comma at each end 
because it is an embedding and not a part of the main sentence structure. 

 

ADDING UNNECESSARY COMMAS 
13. Placing a single comma between the subject and the verb of a sentence. 
 

x All the trees that have lost their leaves, will grow new ones in the spring. 
 

Correction: remove the comma between the subject (All the trees that have lost 
their leaves) and the verb phrase (will grow). 

 
14. Placing a comma before a final dependent clause. 
 

x Punctuation matters, because is helps readers to understand a written text. 
 

Correction: no comma is needed before a final dependent clause (such as one 
beginning with although, because, if, since, unless, or when) unless there is a strong 
contrast between the main clause and the dependent clause. 

 
15. Placing a comma before a restrictive clause. 
 

x The Pohutukawa is a New Zealand tree, that flowers at Christmas time. 
 

Correction: the words that flowers at Christmas time make up a defining or 
restrictive clause, one that limits the meaning of tree. This clause does not present 
extra information, but is an essential part of the sentence and therefore should not 
be separated from the rest of the sentence by a comma. 

 

INAPPROPRIATE COLONS AND SEMICOLONS 
16. Using an unnecessary colon. 
 

x Some of the main reasons for going to university are: to learn about interesting 
subjects, to meet new people, and to prepare for employment. 
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Correction: either omit the colon or make sure there is a complete sentence before 
it, for example by adding the words the following after are. 

 
17 Using a semicolon instead of a colon. 
 

x These items were on the breakfast menu; cereal, toast, tea, and coffee. 
 
Correction: use a colon, not a semicolon, to introduce the list after menu. 

 
 

MISPLACED OR OMITTED APOSTROPHES 
18. Unnecessary apostrophes 
 

x talk’s, sleep’s, avocado’s, banana’s, serie’s, business’ 
 
Correction: present-tense, third person singular verbs ending in/s/ (she talks, he 
sleeps) do not need apostrophes; plural nouns (avocados, bananas) do not need 
apostrophes just because they are plural; no noun requires an apostrophe just 
because it happens to end in /s/ (series; business). 

 
19. Confusing its for it’s and whose for who’s. 
 

x Its for the person who’s birthday is today. Does the dog recognise it’s name? 
 

Correction: its means belonging to it; it’s means it is or it has; whose means 
belonging to who; who’s means who is or who has. 

 
20. Apostrophes on the wrong side of the /s/. 
 

X one boy’s toy truck; two boy’s toy trucks 
 
Correction: to use an apostrophe with a possessive noun or indefi nite pronoun 
(anyone, everyone, each other, one, others, or someone else), write the name of the 
possessor (one boy; two boys), add an apostrophe after it (one boy’; two boys’), and 
add an /a/ after the apostrophe if you pronounce one (one boy’s; two boys’). 

 

MISSING ERRORS 
21. Question marks with indirect questions. 
 

x There was a question in everyone’s mind about how stable the bridge was? 
 
Correction: this is a statement not a question, so it should end with a full stop, not a 
question mark. 
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SPELLING ERRORS 
22. Confusion over the plural forms of classical words (such as data, criteria, media, and 
phenomena). 

 
x there were no objective criterias for showing that the data was inaccurate. 
 
Correction: the plural of criterion in criteria; the word data is always plural (the data 
were……..). 

 
 
23. American spelling. 
 

x color, labor, theatre, center, traveller, fulfil, defense, encyclopedia, program 
 
Correction: colour, labour, theatre, centre, traveller, fulfil, defence, encyclopaedia, 
programme (but computer program). 

 
24. Confusing words that are similar in sound or meaning. 
 

x The main affect of the scandal was that the principle had to resign. 
 
Correction: affect is a verb meaning to influence; a principle is a rule or idea. The 
sentence should read, “The main effect of the scandal was that the principal had to 
resign”. If necessary, consult a dictionary to be sure you can distinguish between the 
words in each pair: accept/except; affect/effect; principle/principal; 
practice/practise; advice/advise; between/among; fewer/less. 

 
 

A word of advice: make your own list of words that you often misspell or the meaning of 
words which you find confusing. 

 
******************************************** 
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TRICKY WORDS 
 
Certain word pairs seem to confuse many students and they may choose the wrong word. A 
list of the most commonly confused pairs follows: 
 

AFFECT / EFFECT 
Affect as a verb; use it when you mean that one thing infl uences another thing. 
e.g. The wind will affect TV reception. 
 
e.g. Rheumatic fever affected his heart. 
Affected as an adjective 
e.g. The affected parts of the plant were pruned. 
e.g. An “affected” person behaves in a snobbish or artifi cial way. 
 
Effect as a verb; use it when you mean one thing caused something else. 
e.g. The storm effected a change to the appearance of the village. 
e.g. He effected a political coup by sending in a private army. 
 
Effect is usually used as a noun. 
e.g. The yen has an effect on the Kiwi dollar. 
e.g. The effects of the earthquake were felt in several countries. 
 

ACCEPT / EXCEPT 
Accept is always a verb meaning “to take or receive”, “to believe or approve”, “to agree to” 
or “to take on”. 
e.g. He accepts the Treasurer’s job. 
e.g. Will you accept this proposal. 
e.g. We all accept the principle of freedom of thought. 
 
Except can be a verb, meaning “to leave out” or it can be a preposition meaning “apart 
from” or “excluding”. 
e.g. Citizens older than 50 are excepted from military duties. 
e.g. Everyone must pay taxes, except (for) those without any income. 
 

ADVICE / ADVISE 
Advice is the noun form; check by seeing if you could put “some” in front of the word.  
eg The bank manager gave me (some) advice about my mortgage. 
e.g. I advise you to reconsider. 
 

PRACTICE / PRACTISE 
Practice is the noun form and practise is the verb form. 
e.g. She has a very successful dental practice. 
e.g. You must practise your scales every day; Pianists need such regular practice. 
 

 
 



LE-1503 (Week 12) 
PROOF-READING & EDITING 

7 

 

Bowker, N. (2007). Academic Writing: A Guide to Tertiary Level Writing. Australia: Massey University 

 

TO / TOO 
To is used as part of the infinitive verb. 
e.g. to search and (to) fi d. 
 
To is also a preposition used to show direction. 
e.g. They travelled to Turkey; Please fax it to me. 
 
Too is an adverb meaning “also”, “as well as”. 
e.g. Cut up the onions, and the garlic too. 
 
can also be used to express an excessive degree. 
e.g. The soil is too dry for planting. 
 

WERE / WE’RE / WHERE 
Were is the plural past tense form of the verb “to be” and is used with “we”, “you” and 
“they”. 
e.g. They were involved in an accident; Were you born in Australia? 
We’re is the contracted form of “we are” and is used informally. 
e.g. We’re having a barbecue after work this afternoon. 
 
Where relates to place, point or position. Often, it forms part of a question. 
e.g. Where did you buy that book? 
 
It may also form part of a statement 
e.g. Auckland is the place where I grew up; Where they live is a very new part of the town. 
 

 

 


