
A Few Words About Grammar

Your paper will receive a lower grade if it contains grammar mistakes that interfere with your meaning or significantly interrupt your paper’s flow.  Two of the most common grammar mistakes are sentence fragments and comma splices. These are mistakes involving sentence punctuation.
  

Basic Terms

A clause is a group of words that contains a subject and a verb. 


An independent clause can stand alone because it expresses a complete thought.  It is a sentence.  Examples:  “The prisoner was given no trial.” “Democracy has its problems, too.”


A dependent clause cannot stand alone; it does not express a complete thought.  A dependent clause is not a sentence.  Examples:  “....because there are many influences on personality…”; “…although discrimination is not as widespread nowadays…”

Sentence Fragments
Dependent clauses must be used together with an independent clause.  Sentence fragments occur when a dependent clause is punctuated as a complete sentence.  Dependent clauses are introduced by words like because, although, since, while, unless, and if (such words are called “subordinating conjunctions”; an extended list of these appears at the end of this handout).  Dependent clauses can also be introduced by relative pronouns like who, which, that, whose, etc.  Here are some sample mistakes and corrections taken from actual student papers:

(X)  Rawls’s arguments for his principles of justice are convincing.  Although in practice these principles will be difficult to implement.

(OK)  Rawls’s arguments for his principles are convincing, although in practice these principles will be difficult to implement.

(X)  In the U.S., the controversies surrounding homosexuality are fairly new, causing a fear amongst the general public.  The same fear which existed during the Civil Rights Era in the 1950’s and 1960’s.

(OK)  In the U.S., the controversies surrounding homosexuality are fairly new, causing a fear amongst the general public similar to that which existed during the Civil Rights Era in the 1950’s and 1960’s.

Comma Splices 
Conjunctions like and, or, but, for, yet, nor, or so can join clauses with just a comma (or sometimes even without one).  Other words look like conjunctions but actually are too weak to be able to join sentences.  Examples of these words are:  however, therefore, thus, or for example (I have provided an extended list of such words at the end of this handout, under the heading “weakly connective words”). In these cases, use a period or semi-colon, or add a conjunction.  The following examples are mistakes taken from actual student papers:  

(X) A man is free from feminine stereotypes such as being weak and frail, thus he is perceived to be more qualified for high profile jobs.

(OK)  A man is free from feminine stereotypes such as being weak and frail, and thus he is perceived to be more qualified for high profile jobs.

(X)  Almost all students that enter college encounter difficulties in their first year, however, most learn to change their study habits and eventually succeed.

(OK)  Almost all students who enter college encounter difficulties in their first year.  Most students, however, learn to change their study habits and eventually succeed.

Note:  Comma splices can occur even without words like thus and however, as in the following examples:
 (X)  The right of survival only allows humans to use animals for their needs, such as food and clothing, it does not give humans the right to make animals suffer unnecessarily.

(OK)  The right of survival only allows humans to use animals for their needs, such as food and clothing; it does not give humans the right to make animals suffer unnecessarily.

Subordinating Conjunctions & Relative Pronouns   (Beware sentence fragments!)


Clauses containing these words cannot stand alone, so be sure to use them together with an independent clause.

Most Common:
Others:
since


even


until 


in order that


because 

even though

unless


in order to 

though


if 


before


whenever

although

as if 


after


than

who


even if


especially

rather than

which


once


so that


as (meaning “since”)

whose


whereas

when 


as  though

that


while

Weakly Connective Words   (Beware comma splices!)


These words are too weak to connect independent clauses with just a comma, so use a period, semi-colon, or a co-ordinating conjunction like and, or, but, for, yet, nor, or so.

Most Common:

Others:
however


accordingly

meanwhile

likewise

therefore


consequently

nonetheless

otherwise

thus



as a result

in fact


on the other hand

for example


certainly

anyway

conversely

for instance


finally


furthermore 

on the contrary

also



incidentally

further


undoubtedly

instead



namely


thereafter

indeed

similarly


in the same way
subsequently

as a matter of fact

besides



moreover

in other words

that is

nevertheless

in addition

additionally

� This handout is adapted from Peter Dow Adams, The Harper Collins Concise Handbook for Writers (New York:  Harper Collins College Publishers, 1994).   






