Curing Grammar Phobia

I.  What is Grammar?

Grammar is a system of rules relating to the correct forms and relations of words.

II.  Some things to keep in mind when considering Grammar:


A.  Grammar changes constantly; therefore, you can never know all the rules.


B.  Content is more important than grammar.


C.  Grammar is dictated by our situation.  In dialogue, improper grammar may be 
more effective.


D.  Everyone can improve his or her grammar skills with practice.



1.  Reading your paper aloud.



2.  Isolating Sentences.



3.  Going over your paper with a tutor or friend.



4.  Worksheets and Exercises

III.  Conquering Four Grammar pitfalls:  The Comma, The Fragment, The Run-on, and Sentence Structure


A.  Six most common uses of the comma



1. Before a coordinating conjunction in order to separate two main 



clauses.



Ex.  I went to the baseball game, but Terry went to the movies.




a. Coordinating Conjunction acronym—FANBOYS (for, and, nor, 



but, or, yet, so).




b.  Make sure that these conjunctions are not being used to join a




compound noun or verb:  Ex:  Steve and Debby…, Neither Tom 



nor Jake…, I went fishing and hunting…  These situations do not 



require commas.



2.  After an introductory element:



Ex:  While at the mall, the woman made several purchases.



        In order to buy the car, the man will have to take a part-time job.



Note that these sentences can be reversed so that the meaning of the 


sentence does not change.  However, when it is reversed, the sentence no 


longer requires a comma.  Ex:  The woman made several purchases while 


at the mall.



Note also that introductory elements can be as simple as one-word 



transitions such as “However,” “Therefore,” “Consequently,” 



“Nevertheless,” etc.



3.  Non-essential elements:  These are phrases or clauses that provide 


added information, but do not essentially change the meaning of the 


sentence.  They require a comma both in front of and behind the element.



Ex:  The birthday girl, excited about turning sixteen, couldn’t wait for 


her first experience behind the wheel of the car.



Notice in the above example that the bold-faced clause could be removed 


and the sentence would still make sense.  However, look at the following 


example:



The birthday girl who was excited about turning sixteen couldn’t wait 


for her first experience behind the wheel of the car.



Here, because the words “who was excited about turning sixteen” 



distinguishes a particular birthday girl from a group of birthday girls, the 


phrase is essential to the meaning of the sentence; in other words, the 


meaning of the sentence would change if the element were removed.  


Therefore, since it is necessary, it is not set apart by commas.



4.  To separate items in a series



Ex:  I bought beans, lettuce, cereal, soft drinks, and candy at the store.



A comma usually follows every item except the last item in a series, but it 


is not uncommon today to omit the comma between the next-to-last and 


last item in a series.



Ex:  Yesterday, I went fishing, hunting and swimming.



However, you should be aware that this can sometimes cause confusion 


for the reader.



Ex:  The property belonged to my father, the reverend and the politician.



In the above sentence, does the property belong to three different people (a 

father, a reverend, and a politician) or is the phrase “the reverend and the 


politician” simply a description of the father?  Remember, it is always 


correct to include the comma.



5.  To separate two or more coordinate adjectives that describe the same 


noun.



Be sure never to add an extra comma between the final adjective and the 


noun itself or to use commas with non-coordinate adjectives.  Ask yourself 

two questions:



Does the sentence make sense if the adjectives are written in reverse 


order?



Does the sentence make sense if the adjectives are written with and 


between them?



If so, then use a comma between them.



Ex:  The pale, yellow sun began to duck below the horizon.



However, if the adjectives are not coordinate, eliminate the comma.



Ex:  She often wore a blue wool sweater.



6.  Before quotations when using dialogue.



Ex:  Eliot said, “April is the cruelest month.”

How to correct comma problems:  1)  Circle every comma in your paper.  2)  See if you can determine why it is placed there.  3)  If you can’t explain why it’s there, REMOVE it!


B.  The Fragment


In order to understand the fragment, you must understand the definition of a 
sentence:


A sentence is a group of words containing at least one noun and one verb that can 
stand alone as a complete thought.


Ex:  Mary cried.


        Steve went home.


        The baby kept everyone awake all night long.


Ex. of Fragments:  While watching TV




       After it had rained




       In order to stay on schedule


A good rule of thumb is to use the “door” test.  Imagine that you open a door, 
stick your head into a room that is filled with an audience, and utter a phrase.  If 
the audience can understand your meaning, then you should have a complete 
sentence.



1.  Correcting the Fragment



More often than not, the fragment either completes a previous sentence 


or begins the next.  Once you’ve isolated a fragment, look at the preceding



sentence and see if the fragment works well with it.  If not, see if you can



add it to the sentence that comes after it.  If none of these solutions seem 


to fit, try to turn the fragment into a complete sentence.



2.  The “Proper” Fragment



On occasion, a fragment is an effective tool in both academic and 



creative writing.  It can be used for dramatic effect, as well as create an 


added sense of tone and style.



Ex:  My father was a man of many moods.  Tough.  Compassionate.



Occasionally soft-hearted.  All the emotions found at the bottom of a 


whiskey bottle.  That was the first thing he reached for when he entered 


the house after a long day at work.


C.  The Run-on


A run-on sentence is the antithesis of the fragment.  Rather than being incomplete, 
it is a sentence that contains more than one main clause, and either the clauses 
don’t make sense, or they are punctuated improperly.  You should be aware that 
there is no such thing as “too long of a sentence.”  Length has absolutely nothing 
to do with whether or not a sentence is correct (William Faulkner once stretched a 
sentence over eight pages).


Ex:  I went fishing the other day and the Longhorns won the football game as Dad 
rushed Mom to the hospital it was difficult to concentrate on the weather.


Steve ordered an ice cream, the girl had a headache.


In the first example, there are three main clauses and one adverbial clause, and 
none of them seem connected.  To resolve this situation, look at each clause and 
try to establish a logical order to the sequence.  Ask, “Am I on topic here?  Do all 
these elements work together in an orderly fashion?”  Reading the 
paper aloud is 
an excellent way to discover run-on sentences.


In the second example, a comma splice has occurred.  A comma splice happens 
when two main clauses are punctuated by only a comma.  The effect disorients 
the reader; it leaves him or her confused by the abrupt, unexpected change and, as 
a result, the sentence is difficult to interpret.  In the sentence above, the reader 
“reads” the sentence and feels that there must be some connection, yet there 
doesn’t seem to be one.  There are four ways to correct this phenomenon, but be 
forewarned:  Each method has its own benefits and conveys a subtly different 
meaning.



Corrections:
1)  Add a coordinating  conjunction to make the run-on a





compound sentence:  Steve ordered an ice cream, but the 




girl had a headache.





2)  Make it two separate sentences:  Steve ordered an ice 




cream. The girl had a headache.





3)  Replace the comma with a semi-colon:  Steve ordered 




an ice cream; the girl had a headache.*





*  Often, the use of a conjunctive adverb with a semi-colon 




creates more clarity:  Steve ordered an ice cream; 





unfortunately, the girl had a headache.





4)  Make one main clause subordinate to the other:  





Although Steve ordered an ice cream, the girl had a 





headache.





Steve ordered ice cream even though the girl had a 





headache.*





*  When using this procedure, it may be necessary to add or 



omit some words.


D.  Sentence Structure



The fundamental building block to creating a unique writing style is 


learning how to use sentence structure effectively.  Below is an example 


of a paragraph that is totally lacking in color, emotion, and rhythm.



I went to the mall yesterday.  I had to do some shopping.  I went to a lot of 

stores. I bought some shoes.  I went out to dinner when I was through.  It 


was a long day. I was very tired when I finally got home.  I crawled into 


bed.  I was asleep in minutes.



Hopefully, we can all recognize the inadequacy of this example.  Notice 


how a few simple changes can make the paragraph come to life.



I went to the mall yesterday because I had to do some shopping.  Although 

I went to a lot of stores, all I bought were some shoes.  Later, when I was 


through, I went out to dinner.  Whew!  It was a long day.  When I finally 


got home, I was so tired that I crawled into bed, and, within minutes, I was 

asleep.



The key, of course, is sentence structure.  Sentence structure provides 


variety for the reader and keeps the reader’s mind active and alert.  By 


varying one’s sentence structure, the writer creates a more compelling 


effect; he or she also demonstrates a mastery of grammatical skills that 


ensures a more trusting reader.



There are only four types of sentences in the English language:




1)  Simple—One main clause




Ex:  Janie went to the doctor.




2)  Compound—Two or more main clauses




Ex:  Janie went to the doctor, and her mother went with her.




3)  Complex—One main clause, one or more dependent clauses




Ex:  When Janie went to the doctor, her mother went with her.




Tom stayed home from school while the flu crisis was at its 



peak.




4) Compound/Complex—Two or more main clauses, one or more




dependent clauses




Ex:  Although the weather appeared threatening, Jake went to the 



zoo, and Marla went swimming.

Additional help:


The Purdue Online Writing Lab:  http://owl.english.purdue.edu/

Guide to Grammar and Writing:  http://ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/
