A Few Rules for Common Errors
Below are rules to correct common writing mistakes.  These are not inclusive of all grammar/punctuation rules.

Sentence Fragments


A sentence fragment is a group of words that is only a piece, or fragment, of a complete sentence.  A sentence must express a complete thought.


Ex:  When the doctor arrives.
Run-on Sentences


A run-on sentence is created when a writer fails to put a period or other endmark at the end of a sentence.


Ex:  Years ago, driving was fun there was less traffic.
COMMAS

Commas should be used:

--After introductory words:  such as yes, no, well, why, oh, besides, however, furthermore, therefore

--After introductory phrases or clauses:


--participial phrase:  Watching the trail, we saw the wagon approach.



(a participle modifies a noun or pronoun.  It ends  in –ing, -ed, -d, -en, -t.)


--adverbial clause:  When the prince arrived, he looked up at the tower.

(tells where, when, why, how, to what extent, how much, and modifies verbs, adjectives, or adverbs.  Begins with a subordinating conjunction such as those listed below.)

after

because
so that

when

although
before

than

whenever

as

if

though

where

as if

in order that
till

wherever


as long as
provided
unless

while

as though
since

until


--a succession of prepositional phrases at the beginning:



On the ledge at the top of the tower, the princess brushed her hair.

--non-restrictive clauses:



NOTE:  Restrictive clauses limit the person, place or thing and are not set     

                        off by commas.




Ex:  The person who has a pleasant disposition attracts friends.
A nonrestrictive clause does not limit or restrict.  It is interesting but not essential.  nonessential clauses are set off by commas.

Ex:  The speed limit, which is rigidly enforced, helps decrease traffic accidents.


--nonrestrictive participial phrases:



The boys, approaching the clearing, saw the campfire.



(Restrictive participial phrases do not need commas):




The woman standing on the chair is the director.




The bird perched on the tree is a cardinal.


--compound sentences:

I could not remember the title of the book, nor could I remember the author.


--coordinate adjectives (each adjective can stand alone):




The flashing, blinding, zigzag lightening terrified us.


--when confusing:




George wrote to the factory, for a part was missing.


--words omitted:




Pat sewed the seams, and Leroy, the hem.

SEMICOLONS
Use semicolons when:


--two independent clauses are not joined by a conjunction:



You may approve of the rule; we do not.

--clauses are joined by a conjunctive adverb (adverb that connects, such as “however”) or phrases such as “in fact”, “for instance.”

Ex:  Three people had asked me to that movie; however, I had promised   

        Hubert that I would go with him instead.

Ex:  Jill has an ability for leadership as well as many other talents;  for  

       example, she can play many musical instruments.

USE OF APOSTROPHE:


Possessive:


--Compound nouns:



father-in-law’s


--Joint ownership, after the last one:



Louise and Tom’s family (they have the same family)


If they own separately, give possession to each.

 
--Personal pronouns:



Wrong:  it’s, our’s


Correct:  its, ours

--A proper name ending in “s” may add only an apostrophe if:



1.   the name has two or more syllables

2. The addition of “s” after the apostrophe would make the name  

     awkward to pronounce.

Ex:  Moses’ law

--Expressions of time and amount:



one hour’s work

a week’s vacation

two weeks’ vacation
COLONS
Use a colon before listed items that are introduced by such words as the following, as follows, thus, and these; by a number; or by any other expression that "points-out."

--Example: In high school he played the following sports: baseball, basketball, football and tennis.
Use a colon to separate two complete sentences when the second sentence explains, amplifies, or illustrates the first. 

--Example: Jim had a good idea: He wanted to consult with the builder.
DASH
Use a dash to show an abrupt break in thought or a break in thought caused by uncertainty.

--Example: The plane is landing – oh, no, it isn’t; it’s flying over the field.
Use a dash to set off an explanatory statement that interrupts the thought of the sentence.

-- Example: Her unearned income – interest, dividends, an unexpected inheritance – was significant.
Use a dash to separate a series of elements that precedes a summarizing statement.

-- Example: Crowds, cheering, receivers racing towards the end zone, hot dogs, rain – these were my first impressions of the football game.

PARALLEL STRUCTURE
Parallel structure means using the same pattern of words to show that two or more ideas have the same level of importance. This can happen at the word, phrase, or clause level. The usual way to join parallel structures is with the use of coordinating conjunctions such as "and" or "or." Parallel: Mary likes hiking, swimming, and bicycling. 

--Not Parallel: The production manager was asked to write his report quickly, accurately, and in a detailed manner. 

Parallel: The production manager was asked to write his report quickly, accurately, and thoroughly. CORRECT
--Not Parallel: The teacher said that he was a poor student because he waited until the last minute to study for the exam, completed his lab problems in a careless manner, and his motivation was low. 

Parallel: The teacher said that he was a poor student because he waited until the last minute to study for the exam, completed his lab problems in a careless manner, and lacked motivation. CORRECT
