<h1>Frequent writing problems (and how to fix them)

Here are some writing problems that I find all too often in papers written by my students, both graduate and undergraduate. Review the list and learn from it. Remember that words have meaning, sometimes not what you think …
If you don’t make these mistakes, congratulations!

If you do, don’t (because they really get in the way of your otherwise good writing).

alot. Not a word. Never has been; never will be. What you probably mean is a lot (two words); or maybe allot, but that is less likely.

it’s = it is 

its = possessive of it
its’ = isn’t even a word!

Its/their. Its with a singular noun; their with a plural one. Remember that terms such as board, company, team, department and management are singular and thus are referred to as it.

Don’t refer to people that do this or that. Should be people who … Inanimate things and nonhuman creatures that, people who. Get it? The same is true for other people-like terms: managers who, truck drivers who, dancers who, teachers who (well, if you accept the notion that teachers are human).

Commas and quotation marks. “A comma always comes before a closing quotation mark,” said Smith. Comma before, not after. The same is true for a period. Smith said that the period goes “before a closing quotation mark.” If the quote ends with a question mark or exclamation mark, no comma; don’t double up on the punctuation.
“I quit.”, he said. Another example of punctuation overload. It should be: “I quit,” he said. Even though the quoted sentence normally would end with a period, the attribution he said is preceded by a comma, which supersedes the need for a period.

at seven different sights. Sites indicates location; sights is a vision thing. While we’re on the subject, cites is a verb meaning to refer to something. (English is so confusing!)

my friend and me (or my friend and I) (or my friend and myself). My friend and I went shopping (subject of a sentence). Easy way to figure this out the subject-verb connection: dump the friend. Your ear tells you not to use me went shopping or myself went shopping. But Are you insane? You want to date both my friend and me at the same time? (object of a sentence)

between the ages of 20–45. Ugh! Either ages 20–45 or use words: between the ages of 20 and 45. It reads smoother with real words.

I should of known. Make that should have.
amongst. Must be a Buffaloism. I’ve never seen this other than in a very old translation of the Bible. Use among for more contemporary language.

a large amount of people. Use amount for things difficult to quantify: A large amount of salt; a small amount of happiness. Use number for things that can be counted: A large number of people. A small number of hamburgers.
getting information off the phone. Make that from the phone.

hands on experience. Use a hyphen to keep the compound adjective together. Hands-on experience. Same with back-seat driver and small-business leader (unless you are saying that the business leader is a small person).
her don’t give a damn attitude. Use hyphens to hold together even multi-word compound adjectives: her don’t-give-a-damn attitude.

I promise to make a contentious effort. Might the writer mean conscientious effort? I use contradictions to make my writing conversational. Either this a really argumentative person, or the writer uses contractions. I defiantly believe this is true. Definitely perhaps? 
Also take care to avoid supposably, misunderestimate and vice-a-versa. It should be supposedly, underestimate and vice versa. Each of these examples shows that a little proofreading could go a long way.

She is a former graduate. She may be a former student, but once a graduate, always a graduate.

80% responded to the survey. Two things wrong here. First, write out percent in text; use the percent sign (%) only in a chart or graph. Second, use words rather than numerals when a number begins a sentence. So it should be: Eighty percent responded to the survey. Or rewrite the sentence to void a beginning number, such as The survey drew a response rate of 80 percent.
She complemented me on my new car. Should be complimented. Here’s a quick check. Too indicate approval, use compliment with an I. Think I like your new dress. To indicate that something is made complete or a good match, use complement with an e. Your shoes complement your new dress.

Another built-in help. Farther (think far), deals with distance: You threw the ball farther than I did. Further deals with intensity: This calls for further investigation.
whether or not. Whether means maybe yes, maybe no. No need for or not.

according to sources. Don’t use such a phrase in a news release. You aren’t a journalist; you need to be more precise about your organizational sources. The same goes for allegedly and reportedly.

I came accrost some intresting information. Might you mean across? And interesting?

He is suppose to go home. Should be supposed. Try the sentence with expect as the verb, and trust your ear. Similar problem with used to, as in I’m used to eating alone in the cafeteria. (as in the habit of). Your ear doesn’t hear the -ed because of the following word to.

John said he would try and pass the test. Should be try to pass.

The new boss wants to turn this company around 360 degrees. That would mean going in the same direction as now.
Affidavid, asterix, eksetera, athaleet, disasterous, excape, perscription, nuculer, awright, canidate – and a host of other misspelled words because a writer mispronounces a word and then spells it more-or-less phonetically. What is meant here is affidavit, asterisk, et cetera, athlete, disastrous, escape, prescription, nuclear, all right, and candidate. Minimally, turn on the spellcheck. Better yet, use a dictionary (that’s the big book with a lot of words in it, and apparently a lot of dust on it). 

Nothing is worth wild. It’s worthwhile.

Nor is there a doggy dog world. Should be dog-eat-dog world. Just another example, like the previous one, of mispronunciations that find their way into print. Take for granite is another. So is for all intensive purposes. I could go on and on.

Avoid redundancies, generally nouns with unnecessary adjectives: tuna fish, written down, kitty cat, invited guests, foreign imports, close proximity, fall down, advance planning, armed gunman, free gift, and so many more. Think carefully about your word choice. A gunman by definition is armed. A gift that isn’t free isn’t a gift. Plethora doesn’t mean a lot of something; it means more than is needed.
While you’re at it, avoid nonwords such as irregardless, funner, flustrated and conversate.
And telling someone I’m nauseous is not saying that you are sick or nauseated. It proclaims that you cause nausea – which may well be true, though usually we don’t recognize that unfortunate trait in ourselves.
In a similar vein (not vain), don’t use travesty (a mockery) if you mean tragedy. Ultimate means the last item on a list, not necessarily the best. Chronic means persistent, not necessarily severe. If thaw means to defrost something, does unthaw mean to freeze it again? And both flammable and inflammable mean that something won’t burst into flames. (Now would be a good time to compliment your friends who are not native English speakers. Think of all they have to go through just to learn to communicate with you.) 

Here are two suggestions for getting it right with your writing.

1. Find the subject of the sentence, and your ear probably will guide you to the correct verb form. Sometimes you can visualize this: A box of books is/are on the shelf. What do you see? A box. One. Singular. The biggest problem with subject–verb agreement seems to be prepositional phrases (a noun preceded by of, with, to, in, for, and so on) that gets between the noun or pronoun and the verb. You’ll find a lot more tips and guidelines for good writing at the author’s website: ron-smith.com. Look in the section on Writing Boot Camp.
2. Read more, and pay attention to how the words flow. The best way to become a good writer is to saturate yourself in good writing.
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