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Report Writing Column

By Sally F. Cutler

A Few Good Words—
Grappling with Grammar

Your boss is a stickler for “good 
grammar.” You test your grammar to see 
if it sounds right, which usually works. 
But sometimes your boss fi nds a grammar 
error, and you can’t see what’s wrong. 
You haven’t studied grammar in a while, 
and when you look at a grammar book, 
the terms are confusing.

This column aims to bridge the gap 
between relying on what “sounds right” 
and developing a deep understanding 
of grammar. It covers some common 
errors made by American-English writers 
in pronoun use, sentence structure, 
agreement, and punctuation. It also offers 
advice about passive voice. 

Defi nition, Please
Contrary to what many think, grammar 
is not a set of rules superimposed 
on a language. Rather, grammar is 
what enables a language user to make 
statements that others can understand. 
Grammar is a brain-based machine for 
combining words in meaningful ways.

 If you are a fi rst-language user of a 
language—if you learned it from birth 
or a young age—your grammar is 
automatic. You speak without thinking 
about subjects, verbs, objects, tenses, 
agreement, and the other elements we 
associate with “grammar,” and others 
understand you.

The brain is wonderfully adapted to 
do this. In fact, research demonstrates 
that when the developing brain learns 
a language, neurological pathways are 
actually altered. We might say that your 
fi rst language is installed “hardware.”

“Correctness” and “Bad” Grammar
Three reasons commonly cause that 
hardware not to measure up to your 
boss’s expectations: installed variations, 
long sentences, and the scrutiny placed on 
writing.

Your installed grammar may be what 
linguists call “nonstandard.” That is, 
you may have learned a variation of 
what a society considers “correct.” If you 
have installed variations, testing what 
“sounds right” may yield “bad” grammar. 
Keep in mind, though, that the notion 
of “correctness” is new in the history of 
language and is anathema to linguists, 
who agree that all variations are equal as 
long as they enable communication. The 
notion of “correctness” comes with the 
leveling effects of the printing press and 
then of mass media.

Nonstandard grammar is common, and 
almost everyone has some installed 
variations. For example, the correct 
response to “Who’s there?” is “It’s I.” 
Most American English speakers, though, 
say “It’s me.”

Long sentences are another source of 
problems. Such sentences may push 
elements so far apart that you can no 
longer “hear” an error. For example, the 
following sentence may sound right: 
“Analysis conducted on the outcomes 
of audits completed during the fi rst 
and second quarters have shown an 
increase in compliance issues.” However, 
removing the words between “analysis” 
and “have shown” highlights the error: 
“have shown” should be “has shown.”

Finally, writing gets more scrutiny than 
speech. Most of us make errors in speech, 

and listeners gloss over these, if they 
even catch them. Readers, however, 
reread and ponder. Writing invites closer 
examination.

With all this in mind, you know your 
boss is looking for better grammar, that is, 
standard American English. Following are 
the some common errors with suggestions 
for recognizing and correcting them.

Pronoun-Use Errors
“I,” “me,” and “myself” are frequently 
misused. We call these the fi rst-person 
singular personal pronouns. In English, 
personal pronouns fall into categories 
based on what the pronoun does in 
the sentence. Specifi cally, pronouns 
may be subjects (“I”) or objects (“me”). 
Additionally, “refl exive” pronouns 
(“myself”) serve as objects when the 
subject and the object are the same 
person.

First-language English users usually pick 
the right subject pronoun. However, one 
installed variation is to substitute the 
object pronoun. If you make this error, 
you’ll need to teach yourself the standard 
subject pronouns and when to use them.

Incorrect 1. : “Him and me received 
the email.”

Correct 2. : “He and I received the 
email.”

First-language English users pick the 
right pronoun in the object position if 
the pronoun is alone. However, once the 
pronoun is not alone, errors may appear.

Correct 3. : He sent the email to me.

Incorrect 4. : He sent the email to 
James and I.

Correct 5. : He sent the email to James 
and me.

Finally, errors often occur with the 
refl exive pronouns, the ones with “ self” 
or “ selves” attached.
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Correct 6. : I sent a copy of the email to 
myself.

Incorrect 7. : You should send a copy 
of the email to myself.

Correct 8. : You should send a copy of 
the email to me.

Sentence-Structure Errors
Two common sentence-structure errors 
are modifier errors and lack of parallel 
structure.

A modifier is a word or phrase that alters 
the meaning of another word. In the 
following sentence, “annual” is a modifier, 
altering the meaning of “report,” and 
“audit” is a modifier, altering the meaning 
of “committee”: “The annual report to the 
audit committee was issued in January.”

In English, a modifier needs to be as close 
as possible to what it modifies, otherwise 
the sentence is unclear. One common 
error occurs when a modifying phrase 
starts a sentence.

Incorrect 1. : While auditing 
environmental safety, unlabeled 
55-gallon drums were found in the 
storage area.

Correct 2. : While auditing 
environmental safety, we found 
unlabeled 55-gallon drums in the 
storage area.

In sentence 1, the phrase “While 
auditing environmental safety” modifies 
“unlabeled 55-gallon drums.” Thus, the 
sentence literally says that the drums 
performed the audit. Many revisions 
are possible; sentence two retains the 
modifying phrase and inserts “we” to 
correct the error.

Another common modifier problem 
occurs with words like “only,” “even,” 
and “almost.”

Incorrect 3. : Employees only 
conducted reviews if discrepancies 
were found.

Correct 4. : Employees conducted 
reviews only if discrepancies were 
found.

In sentence 3, “only” modifies “conducted 
review,” but it should modify the “if” 
condition. Sentence 4 corrects the error by 
placing “only” next to “if.”

Lack of parallel structure is another 
sentence-structure error. Parallel structure 
is lacking when related elements do not 
match grammatically. This error is most 
common in lists, including bulleted ones.

Incorrect 1. : Changes were made to 
improve communications, assign 
accountability, and adverse-event 
reporting.

Correct 2. : Changes were made to 
improve communications, assign 
accountability, and ensure adverse-
event reporting.

Agreement Errors
Two types of agreement are standard 
in English: agreement of a verb with its 
subject and agreement of a pronoun with 
the word it stands for (its “antecedent”).

When a verb is close to its subject, most 
first-language English users automatically 
make the verb agree. However, once 
the verb and subject get pushed apart, 
hearing the agreement is harder.

Incorrect 1. : Analysis conducted on 
the outcomes of audits completed 
during the first and second 
quarters have shown an increase in 
compliance issues.

Correct 2. : Analysis conducted on 
the outcomes of audits completed 
during the first and second 

quarters has shown an increase in 
compliance issues.

To avoid this problem—and to increase 
readability—you should keep the verbs 
ideally no more than eight words from 
their subjects. Sometimes, applying this 
advice calls for breaking the sentence.

Also correct 3. : Analysis was 
conducted on the outcomes of 
audits completed during the 
first and second quarters. This 
analysis has shown an increase in 
compliance issues.

Other verb-to-subject agreement errors 
occur when subjects are complex, 
especially with subjects that are 
sometimes plural and other times 
singular, such as “staff,” “committee,” 
and “faculty.” When these words refer 
to the group as a unit, they are singular, 
but when they refer to the group as a 
collection of individuals, they are plural.

Incorrect 4. : The staff meet on Monday 
mornings.

Correct 5. : The staff meets on Monday 
mornings.

Incorrect 6. : The staff holds differing 
professional designations.

Correct 7. : The staff hold differing 
professional designations.

In sentences 4 and 5, “staff” is a unit and so 
is singular; in sentences 6 and 7, “staff” is a 
collection of individuals and so is plural.

Finally, verb-to-subject agreement can be 
confusing when the subject includes “or,” 
in which case the verb agrees with the 
final part of the subject.

Incorrect 8. : Either the procedures or 
the report were altered.

Correct 9. : Either the procedures or 
the report was altered.
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Agreement of pronouns and antecedents 
is usually automatic for first-language 
English users, with plurals matching 
plurals and singulars matching singulars.

Incorrect 10. : A total of 12 employees 
had not updated his passwords.

Correct 11. : A total of 12 employees had 
not updated their passwords.

However, English distinguishes gender 
in only one set of personal pronouns: the 
third-person singular ones. Writers trying 
to eliminate gender bias are challenged 
to select the “correct” pronoun to match 
a singular third-person noun: “Each 
employee must update his (?) security 
clearance annually.” Unless all employees 
are male, this sentence is biased.

Several solutions are possible. One is 
using the plural pronoun, even though it 
will disagree, which is what we hear most 
often in speech: “Each employee must 
update their security clearance annually.” 
Another is writing “his/her.” However, 
this solution is unpronounceable and 
cumbersome if repeated. A better 
solution is making the antecedent plural: 
“Employees must update their security 
clearances annually.” Another good 
solution is rewriting to eliminate the 
pronoun: “Each employee must annually 
file an updated security clearance.”

Punctuation Errors
Punctuation is not installed as grammar 
is, because we do not speak it. Thus, even 
if you have limited installed variations, 
punctuation can be puzzling. Moreover, 
education has not always kept pace with 
punctuation changes. As a result, many 
of us learned outmoded punctuation 
conventions.

Of the possible punctuation errors, two 
stand out: the comma splice and the 
omission of the serial comma.

A comma splice occurs when you use a 
comma to “splice” together two complete, 

independent sentences. This error often 
occurs when the second sentence begins 
with “however.”

Incorrect 1. : Procedures were updated, 
however, the nursing supervisors 
were not trained on them.

Correct 2. : Procedures were updated; 
however, the nursing supervisors 
were not trained on them.

Also correct 3. : Procedures were 
updated. However, the nursing 
supervisors were not trained on 
them.

In sentence 1, a complete sentence comes 
both before and after “however.” Current 
American-English punctuation allows 
only one of the following words after a 
comma to join two complete, independent 
sentences: “and,” “but,” “or,” “for,” “nor,” 
“yet,” “so.”

Also correct 4. : Procedures were 
updated, but the nursing 
supervisors were not trained on 
them.

The serial comma is the source of more 
debate than any other punctuation mark. 
The serial comma is the one before “and” 
(or “or”) in a series. In the following 
sentence, the serial comma is the one 
after “training”: “Improvements are 
necessary in documentation, training, 
and monitoring.” Many of us were taught 
to omit this comma, some were taught it 
was optional, and some were taught to 
use it always. Those last are the fortunate 
ones because including the serial 
comma is the current American-English 
convention for technical and business 
writing.

Here’s a final note on punctuation 
conventions: they vary not only from 
language to language but also among 
different countries ostensibly using 
the same language. In particular, 
British-English and American-English 
punctuation conventions differ. The 

country you are in or the one where your 
organization is based will dictate which 
conventions you follow.

Passive Voice

Both “active” and “passive” voice are 
grammatically correct. Also, voice—
while a characteristic of verbs—is not the 
same as tense. The verb uses active voice 
when the subject of the verb carries out 
the action; the verb uses passive voice 
when the subject of the verb is the person 
or thing acted upon. In general, active 
voice yields shorter, more energetic 
sentences.

Passive voice, however, has important 
uses. It emphasizes the person or thing 
acted upon, and such emphasis may be 
appropriate. Furthermore, passive voice 
can soften the tone.

Active voice: Management had not 
cancelled the inactive passwords.

Passive voice: The inactive passwords 
had not been cancelled.

Conclusion
Now when your boss corrects your 
grammar, you may be able to identify a 
theme. Perhaps you have nonstandard 
installed variations in grammar; in 
that case, you have work to do to start 
using standard grammar. Perhaps you 
can see the errors better if you write 
shorter sentences. Or perhaps you need 
to acknowledge that writing gets more 
scrutiny and so requires more attention to 
the details of grammar. NP
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A meeting is an event at which the minutes are kept and the hours are lost.
~ Murphy’s Law


