Pet Peeves
Some points of grammar routinely are misused by writers in many media. Below is a potpourri of my “favorite” errors.
Grammar Pet Peeves:

The Subjunctive Mood (expressing an emotion) requires “were,” not was:

WRONG: If I was going, I’d pack all of my cosmetics first.


CORRECT: If I were going, I’d pack all of my cosmetics first.

Flag to look for: the word “if”

Other traps for “feeling” or “emotion” words:


We use adverbs to describe verbs, and we usually use the –ly version of the words.



The boy hopped adroitly over the fence.


However, when we are expressing emotion, some of the rules change.


WRONG: I feel badly that he did tore his pants on the fence.


RIGHT: I feel bad that he tore his pants on the fence.


How to remember this: You wouldn’t say, I feel sadly, would you?

Usage Pet Peeves:

Drag/drug

The past tense of  “to drag” is “dragged.”



He dragged the victim from the burning house.


“Drug” refers to pharmaceuticals. The past tense of “to drug” is “drugged.”



After he was drugged, the operation began.

Sneak


The past tense of sneak is sneaked, not snuck.

They sneaked through the house hoping the baby would not awaken.
The mysterious “they”


In the study by Johns Hopkins University, they found that 80 percent of college students 

do not get enough sleep.

Who is they? The researchers? The janitors? The lab rats? Be specific, or change the 


writing to be even more succinct:


A study by Johns Hopkins University found that 80 percent of college students


do not get enough sleep.

Subjective/Objective


Know the difference in subjective and objective case. 



You are older than me.



You are older than I.


The sentence means “You are older than I am,” so we want the subjective I, not 



the objective “me.” 



Flag: Would you say, “You are older than me is”?



She gave the memo to Frank and myself.



She gave the memo to Frank and I.


She gave the memo to Frank and me.



In this case, “Frank and me” is the indirect object of a preposition, and we always



use the objective. To remember this, leave out the word Frank:



She gave the memo to me.



This solves the problem of “myself” as well, doesn’t it? We wouldn’t say, 




She gave the memo to myself. (huh?)
Gerunds


You can identify gerunds by the –ing. These are words that end in “ing” but act as nouns. 


These require possessive pronouns, not nouns.


WRONG: I resent you making a big deal of this.



RIGHT: I resent your making a big deal of this.


You don’t resent the person, you resent the person’s action (the –ing word).



So instead of “you,” choose the possessive “your.”

Subject-verb agreement


Subject-verb agreement seems obvious:  A singular subject takes a singular verb, and a plural subject takes a plural verb.  But English is a complex language, and it’s not always that simple.

Consider the following examples that sound correct, but aren’t:

Jenny, as well as Jane, are taking grammar classes this semester.

Each of the students are going to Key West on spring break.

In the first case, “Jenny” is the subject, and the phrase “as well as Jane” does not function as a conjunction.  So the subject “Jenny” should take the singular verb “is.”  I
In the second sentence, the subject is “each,” which is singular and should take the singular verb “is.”  The prepositional phrase “of the students” does not change the singular subject. (Hint: When you see the words “each” or “none” as subjects, think of them as “each one” or “no one.”)

Here are a few rules about subject-verb agreement:

· When the conjunction “and” connects two or more subjects, then use a plural verb.

Bob and Tom crack jokes every morning on Q-95.

· When the conjunctions “or” or “nor” connect two or more subjects, then match the verb to the closest subject.

Neither Erin nor her teammates are going to protest the referee’s call.

· In most cases, ignore phrases set off by commas or prepositional phrases that separate the subject and the verb.  

The final two chapters of the book are shocking.

The solider, along with his buddies, is going on leave.

· When the subject is a fraction or a percentage,  a prepositional phrase DOES determine the correct verb.

One-half of the students’ tuition goes toward university salaries.

Sixty percent of the students live off-campus.

· When used as subjects, pronouns such as “each,” “either,” “anyone,” “everyone,” “everybody” and “none” take singular verbs.

Everybody loves a winner.

Anyone of the graduates has the opportunity to succeed.

· When you have a collective noun as a subject, consider whether the subject is doing the action as one unit or as individuals to determine the verb.

The couple lives at 123 Main St. (as a unit)

The couple were arrested in two different cities. (as individuals)

· The subjects “number” and “majority” take a singular verb if preceded by “the” but a plural verb is preceded by “a.”

The number of plagiarism cases is increasing.

A majority favor stricter rules.

Helpful hints

· Identify the subject of the sentence; don’t rely solely on how the sentence sounds.

· Don’t be misled by prepositional phrases (unless the subject is a fraction or percentage).

· Remember  that “there” and “here” at the beginning  of a sentence are false subjects; the true subject is elsewhere in the sentence.  (Plus, using “there” or “here” at the beginning of a sentence is a dead construction.)

· When in doubt, look it up!

