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Common errors in English usage can often lead to misunderstandings and miscommunication.
Despite the widespread use of English in both spoken and written forms, many individuals—whether
native speakers or learners—tend to fall into certain traps. Understanding these pitfalls can enhance
your command of the language, improve your writing skills, and ensure that your message is
conveyed clearly. In this article, we will explore some of the most common errors in English usage,
their causes, and how to avoid them.

Common Errors in English Usage

1. Subject-Verb Agreement Mistakes

One of the foundational rules of English grammar is that subjects and verbs must agree in number.
This means a singular subject requires a singular verb, and a plural subject requires a plural verb.
e Incorrect: The list of items are on the table.

e Correct: The list of items is on the table.

The confusion often arises when the subject is separated from the verb by additional phrases or
clauses. It’s essential to identify the main subject correctly.

2. Misuse of Apostrophes

Apostrophes can be tricky, especially when it comes to possession and contractions.

e Possession: The dog’s leash vs. The dogs’ park (singular vs. plural possession)

e Contractions: It’s (it is) vs. Its (possessive form)

Failing to use apostrophes correctly can change the meaning of a sentence entirely, leading to
confusion.

3. Confusing Homophones

Homophones are words that sound the same but have different meanings and spellings. Some
common examples include:



e There (location), their (possession), they’re (they are)

¢ To, too, two

These words are often mixed up in writing, resulting in errors that can confuse readers.

4. Misplaced Modifiers

A misplaced modifier can lead to awkward or humorous interpretations of sentences.

e Incorrect: She almost drove her kids to school every day.

e Correct: She drove her kids to school almost every day.

In this case, "almost" modifies "drove" rather than "every day," changing the intended meaning.

5. Incorrect Tense Usage

Using the wrong verb tense can lead to confusion about when actions took place.

e Incorrect: She go to the store yesterday.

e Correct: She went to the store yesterday.

It’s crucial to maintain consistent tense throughout a piece of writing to keep the timeline clear.

6. Overuse of Passive Voice

While passive voice has its place in writing, overusing it can make sentences less direct and harder
to understand.

e Passive: The book was read by the teacher.

e Active: The teacher read the book.

Active voice typically provides clearer, more vigorous writing. Strive for a balance between active
and passive constructions.



7. Confusing "Less" and "Fewer"

This common error often occurs in everyday conversation but can be easily corrected.

e Less: Used with uncountable nouns (e.g., less water, less time)

e Fewer: Used with countable nouns (e.g., fewer apples, fewer cars)

Using "less" for countable nouns is a frequent mistake that can irritate grammar purists.

8. Using Double Negatives

In standard English, using two negatives creates a positive.

¢ Incorrect: I don’t want no help.

e Correct: I don’t want any help.

Double negatives are often found in colloquial speech but should be avoided in formal writing.

9. Improper Use of Commas

Commas are essential for clarity, but their misuse can lead to confusion.

e Incorrect: Let's eat Grandma.

e Correct: Let’s eat, Grandma.

In this example, the absence of a comma creates a drastically different meaning. Commas should be
used to separate elements in a list, after introductory phrases, and to set off non-essential
information.

10. Using "Me" vs. "I" Incorrectly

Many people struggle with when to use “me” and “I,” particularly in compound subjects.

¢ Incorrect: Me and John went to the store.

e Correct: John and I went to the store.



A helpful tip is to remove the other person from the sentence to see what sounds correct.

Conclusion

Awareness of these common errors in English usage can significantly improve your writing and
communication skills. By focusing on subject-verb agreement, the correct use of apostrophes,
avoiding homophones, and being mindful of modifiers, tense, voice, and more, you can enhance your
English proficiency.

Improving your language skills takes time and practice, but by actively seeking to avoid these
common mistakes, you'll find that your clarity and confidence in using English will grow. Whether
for academic, professional, or personal communication, being mindful of these errors will
undoubtedly benefit you in the long run.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a common error when using 'less’ vs. 'fewer'?

'Less' is used for uncountable nouns, while 'fewer' is used for countable nouns. A common mistake is
saying 'less apples' instead of 'fewer apples'.

How do people mistakenly use 'its' and 'it's'?
'Its' is a possessive form, while 'it's' is a contraction for 'it is' or 'it has'. A common error is using 'it's'

when indicating possession, such as 'it's color' instead of 'its color".

What error do people often make with 'who' and 'whom'?

Many people use 'who' when 'whom' is correct. Use 'who' as a subject and 'whom' as an object. For
example, 'To whom should I address the letter?' is correct.

What is a frequent mistake with 'lay' and 'lie'?

'Lay' requires a direct object (you lay something down), while 'lie' does not (you lie down). Many
mistakenly use 'lay' when they mean to say 'lie'.

Why do people misuse 'than' and 'then'?

‘Than' is used for comparisons, while 'then' refers to time. A common mistake is saying 'l would
rather go to the movies then stay home' instead of 'than stay home'.

What error is often made with 'affect' and 'effect'?

'Affect’ is usually a verb meaning to influence, while 'effect’ is a noun meaning the result of a
change. Many confuse the two, saying 'The effect of the weather can affect our plans' without



understanding their distinct roles.
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