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English 1900 Grammar Review 

 
Basic Parts of Speech: 
 
A noun is a person, place, thing or idea.  
 
A pronoun is a word that can function by itself as a noun 
phrase and that refers either to the participants in the 
discourse (e.g., I, you) or to someone or something 
mentioned elsewhere in the discourse (eg., she, it, this). 
 
A verb is a word expressing an action or a condition of a 
subject. 
 
The subject of a sentence is almost always the noun, and is 
the person or thing that does the action of the verb in the 
sentence. 
 
An adjective is a word or phrase that names an attribute, 
adding to or grammatically related to the noun to modify or 
describe it.  
 
An adverb is a word that modifies a verb, adjective, or 
another adverb. Adverbs generally answer one of four 
questions: how, when, where, or to what extent. 
 
Punctuation: 
 
Commas are used to: 
- separate a list of items. This is one of the most common 
uses of a comma. Notice that a comma is included before the 
conjunction ‘and’ which comes before the final element of 
the list. 

Bob Dylan plays the guitar, harmonica, organ, and 
piano. 

- separate clauses. This is especially true after a 
beginning dependent clause or a long prepositional phrase. 

In order to pass the class, you will need to complete 
all assignments. 
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- separate two independent clauses that are connected by a 
conjunction such as ‘but’. 

They wanted to purchase a new car, but their financial 
situation would not allow it. 

- introduce a direct quote. 

The boy said, “My father is often away during the week 
on business trips.” 
His doctor replied, “If you don’t stop smoking, you 
run the risk of a heart attack. 

Apostrophes are used to: 
- indicate ownership and other relationships. 

Dr. Smith’s office, Michael Jackson’s Thriller, 
Murphy’s Law 

Most singular nouns, indefinite pronouns, abbreviations, 
and acronyms require -’s to form the possessive case. 
  
the dean’s office  anyone’s computer Frost’s poem 
 
Unlike the possessive forms of nouns and indefinite 
pronouns, possessive pronouns (my, mine, our, ours, your, 
yours, his, her, its, their, theirs, and whose) are not 
written with apostrophes. 
 
 Japanese democracy differs from ours. 
 The committee concluded its discussion. 
 
Plural nouns ending in -s require only an apostrophe in the 
possessive form. 
 
 the boys’ game    the babies’ toy   the Joneses’ House 
 
Plural nouns that do not end in -s need both an apostrophe 
and an s. 
 
 men’s lives women’s health    children’s projects 
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Semicolons are used: 
- to connect independent clauses that are of equal 
importance. 

Sarah answered my question abruptly; she seemed 
preoccupied. 

- before a conjunctive adverb to join the two clauses in a 
compound sentence. 

The restaurant was very crowded; however, the waitress 
took our order immediately. 

Colons are used to: 
- set off a summary or a series after a complete main 
clause. 

Michael Jackson released six adult solo albums: Off 
The Wall, Thriller, Bad, Dangerous, HIStory, and 
Invincible. 

Notice that a main clause does not have to follow the 
colon; however, a complete main clause generally should 
precede it. 
 
- introduce a direct quote (a comma can also be used in 
this situation)/ 
 
 He announced to his friends: “I’m getting married!” 
 

A Deeper Look: The Sentence 

Remember these simple facts when writing papers: 
 
1) Verbs usually express action or being. 
 
Most verbs are action verbs. Just think of everything you 
do in one day: wake, eat, drink, wash, walk, drive, study, 
work, laugh, smile, talk, and so on. Verbs that express 
being or experiencing are called linking verbs. These 
include be, seem, become and the sensory verbs look, taste, 
smell, feel, and sound. Auxiliary verbs add subtle meaning 
to a main verb, such as information about time, ability, or 
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certainty (have studied, will study, can study, must be 
studying). 
 
2) Nouns usually name people, places, things, and ideas. 
 
Proper nouns are specific names and are capitalized: Bill 
Gates, Redmond, Microsoft Corporation. Common nouns, also 
called generic nouns, refer to any number of a class  or 
category: person, city, or company. 
 
3) A pronoun takes the place of a previously mentioned noun 
or noun phrase. 
 
A pronoun may substitute for a noun that occurs earlier in 
a sentence. This noun is called an antecedent. 
  
 Dan said he will have the report done by Friday. 
 
A pronoun may also substitute for an antecedent noun 
phrase.   

They brought the old, decrepit house because they 
thought it had charm. 

  
Note that the antecedent for a pronoun may also be found in 
a previous sentence. 
 
4) An adjective modifies a noun or a pronoun. 
 
Adjectives most commonly modify nouns: spicy food, cold 
day, special price. Sometimes they modify pronouns: blue 
ones. Although adjectives usually precede the nouns they 
modify, they occasionally follow them. Adjectives usually 
answer one of these questions: Which one? What kind of...? 
How many? What colour or size or shape? 
 
5) Adverbs modify verbs, adjectives, and other adverbs.  
 
Adverbs most frequently modify verbs. They provide 
information about time, manner, place and frequency, thus 
answering one of the questions: When? How? Where? How 
often? 
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The conference starts tomorrow. [time] 
I rapidly calculated the cost. [manner] 

 
Adverbs that modify verbs can often move from one position 
in a sentence to another. Adverbs also modify adjectives 
and other adverbs by intensifying or otherwise qualifying 
the meanings of those words. 
  

I was somewhat surprised. [modifying an adjective] 
The changes occurred quite rapidly. [modifying an 
adverb] 
   

6) Conjunctions are connectors.  
 
Conjunctions connect words or groups of words. There are 
two types of conjunctions: coordinating conjunctions and 
subordinating conjunctions. Coordinating conjunctions join 
words or groups of words of equal status; that is, they 
link a noun to a noun, an adjective to an adjective, a 
phrase to a phrase, and so on. There are seven coordinating 
conjunctions: for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so. 
 

The game was dangerous yet appealing. [connecting 
adjectives] 

 
Subordinating conjunctions join dependent clauses to main 
clauses. 
  
 The river rises when the snow melts. 
  
Common subordinating conjunctions are because, although, 
when, and if. 
 
7) Prepositions are words or phrases that indicate 
location. 
  
Prepositions usually indicate location in the physical 
world. 
   
 In the middle of the night, Travis felt a hunger   
 pang in his stomach. 
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In the fall, I enjoy long walks through the fallen 
leaves. 
 

Exercise 1 
Identify the part of speech of each word in the sentences 
below. Make sure you consider how the word is used in the 
sentence. 

1. After we had finished lunch, we piled into a minivan and  
 
explored the valley. 
 
 
 
 
 
2. A narrow river runs through it. 
 
 
 
 
3. The tour guide drove very slowly because the road was  
 
old and rutted. 
 
 
 
 
 
4. We stopped at a roadside stand for fresh figs, and, oh,  
 
were they good! 
 
 
 
 
 
5. While we were there, we bought flowers for the guide. 
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Sentence Basics and Sentence Patterns: 
 
The clause is the basic building block of any sentence. 
Clauses are made up of a subject and a verb/predicate. 

 She went home. 
 Subject + Verb/Predicate. 
 
 
An independent clause is when a clause forms a complete 
thought and can stand alone as a complete sentence. 

The bus stopped at the red light. (complete thought, 
independent clause) 

When a clause has a word in front of it like “when” or 
“after” or “before” or “that.” the clause no longer forms a 
complete thought and is now dependent or subordinate. These 
kinds of clauses are called dependent clauses.  

When the dog barked at the mail man (incomplete 
thought, dependent clause) 
I noticed that he went to sleep. 

 
Notice that the two dependent clauses (“When the dog 
barked” and “that he went to sleep”) do not form complete 
thoughts by themselves. The words that turn independent 
clauses into dependent clauses are called “subordinate 
conjunctions” and “relative pronouns.” 
  
Dependent clauses and independent clauses for the main 
parts of the basic sentence patterns of the English 
language. Being able to identify these larger structures to 
sentences will help you know when to punctuate. 
 
The central components of the subject and the predicate are 
often called the simple subject (the main noun or pronoun) 
and the simple predicate (the main verb and any 
accompanying verbs).  Compound subjects and compound 
predicates include a connecting word such as and, or, or 
but. 

The Republicans and the Democrats are debating the 
issues. [compound subject] 
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The candidate stated his views on abortion but did not 
discuss stem-cell research. [compound predicate] 

Exercise 2 
Identify the subject and the predicate in each sentence, 
noting any compound subjects or compound predicates. 
 
1. A naturalist gave us a short lecture on the Cascade  
 
Mountains. 
  
2. He showed slides of mountain lakes and heather meadows. 
 
 
3. Douglas fir predominates in the Cascade forests. 
 
 
4. Mountaineers and artists have long considered the North  
 
Cascades the most dramatic mountains of the range. 
 
 
5. Timberlines are low because of the short growing season. 
 
 
6. Mt. Rainier is the highest volcano in the range. 
 
 
7. The waxing and waning of the glaciers have eroded the  
 
mountain walls. 
 
 
8. Hikers to this area should pack warm clothing. 
 
 
9. My friend lent me his map of the Pacific Crest Trail. 
 
 
10. The trail begins in southern California and ends in  
 
British Columbia. 
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Phrases 
 
Within a sentence, groups of words form phrases and 
clauses. Like single words, these larger units function as 
specific pars of speech: nouns, verbs, adjectives, or 
adverbs. By understanding how word groups function, you 
will be able to make your sentences clear, concise, and 
complete. You will also be able to vary sentence structure 
so that your paragraphs are rhythmic and cohesive. 
 
1) A noun phrase consists of a main noun and any 
accompanying determiners (a, an, the that), adjectives, or 
other modifiers. 

The heavy frost killed many fruit trees. [subject and 
direct object] 
My cousin is an organic farmer. [subject and subject 
ccomplement] 
His farm is in eastern Oregon. [subject and object of 
the preposition in] 

By choosing noun phrases carefully, you will make your 
sentences more precise. For example, the noun phrase an 
organic farmer tells more than farmer alone would. 
 
2) A verb phrase is an essential part of the predicate. The 
predicate says something about the subject and contains a 
verb. 
 
 The trees blossomed. [main verb] 
 The fruit has ripened. [auxiliary verb + main verb] 
 
3) Verbal phrases may be used as nouns or as modifiers. 
Verb forms used as nouns or as adjectives or adverbs are 
called verbals. Because of their origin as verbs, verbals 
in phrases often have their own objects and modifiers. 
Verbal phrases are divided into three types: gerund 
phrases, participial phrases, and infinitive phrases. 
Gerund phrases are -ing verb forms. Gerund phrases function 
as nouns, usually serving as subjects or objects. Because 
gerund phrases act as nouns, pronouns can replace them. 
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Writing a bestseller was her only goal. [subject] 
That was her only goal. [pronoun] 
My neighbor enjoys writing about distant places. 
[object] 
She enjoys it. [pronoun] 

Participial phrases can be divided into two subtypes. The 
first includes a present participle (-ing form). The second 
type includes a past participle (-ed form for regular verbs 
or another form for irregular verbs). 

Planning her questions carefully, she was able to hold 
fast-paced and engaging  interviews. [present 
participle] 
Known for her interviewing skills, she was asked to 
host her own radio program. [past participle] 

Participial phrases function as modifiers. They may appear 
at various points in a sentence: beginning, middle, or end. 

Fearing a drought, all the farmers in the area used 
less irrigation water. 
All the farmers in the area, recognizing the signs of 
drought, used less irrigation water. 
Farmers used less irrigation water, hoping to save 
water for later in the season. 

Infinitive phrases serve as nouns or modifiers. The form of 
the infinitive is distinct: the infinitive marker to 
followed by the base form of the verb. 

The company intends to hire twenty new employees. 
[direct object] 
To attract customers, the company has changed its 
advertising strategy. [modifier of the  verb changed] 
We discussed his plan to use a new packing process. 
[modifier of the noun plan] 

When an infinitive follows a form of make or sometimes a 
form of have, the marker to is omitted. 
 
 The coach made the new recruit repeat the drill. 
 The coach had the new recruit run an extra lap. 
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Split Infinitives: Some grammarians advise against putting 
words between the infinitive marker to and the base form of 
the verb. 
 
 To boldly go where no man has gone before. 
 
However, most writers today recognize that an adverb 
splitting an infinitive can provide emphasis. 
 It was a relief to finally finish my history project. 
 
4) Prepositional phrases are generally used as modifiers. 
Prepositional phrases provide information about time, 
place, accompaniment, cause, manner, and so on. 

With great feeling, Martin Luther King expressed his 
dream of freedom. [With great feeling describes the 
way the speech was delivered, and of freedom specifies 
the kind of dream.] 
King delivered his most famous speech at a 
demonstration in Washington, D.C. [Both at a 
demonstration and in Washington, D.C. provide details 
about place.] 

5) An appositive can expand the meaning of a noun or noun 
phrase. Appositives (usually nouns or noun phrases) 
identify, explain, or otherwise supplement the meaning of 
other nouns or noun phrases. When appositives provide 
essential information, no commas are used. 

Jonathan Weiner’s book The Beak of the Finch won a 
Pulitzer Prize. [The appositive identifies the book 
being referred to.] 

When an appositive phrase provides extra details, commas 
set it off. 

The Beak of the Finch, a book by Jonathan Weiner, won 
a Pulitzer Prize. [The appositive gives details about 
the book.] 

By using appositives carefully, you will add variety to 
your writing. 
 
6) Absolute phrases provide descriptive details or express 
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causes or conditions. An absolute phrase is usually a noun 
phrase modified by a participial phrase or a prepositional 
phrase. 

She left town at dawn, all her belongings packed into 
a Volkswagen Beetle. [Belongings is the main noun; 
packed into a Volkswagen Beetle is the modifying 
verbal phrase.] 
Her guitar in the front seat, she pulled away from the 
curb. [Guitar is the main noun; in the front seat is 
the modifying prepositional phrase.] 

These absolute phrases provide details. An absolute phrase 
can also express cause or condition. 

More vaccine having arrived, the staff scheduled its 
distribution. 

Exercise 3 
Add details to the following sentences, using prepositional 
phrases, verbal phrases, appositive phrases, and absolute 
phrases. Then, label the phrases you added. 
 
 1. The team ran onto the field.  
 

2. The president delivered his speech. 
 
 
 3. The detective slowly opened the door. 
 
 
 4. I slept late. 
 
 
 5. Roy pushed the button. 
 

Common Errors in Undergraduate Writing 
 
The best critical writing offers complex and original 
analysis that is clearly and simply expressed.  
 
The following are grammatical and stylistic problems that 
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have occurred with some frequency in written work for the 
course. Please be conscious of these when writing essays 
and exams. While you are not docked marks for each 
individual error, the more your writing is marred by 
mechanical mistakes, the less effective the prose becomes 
and, consequently, the lower your result will be. 
 
1.  If there is ONE error you should go to lengths to 
correct, it is this: the COMMA SPLICE. 
 
This is when two sentences are joined by a comma instead of 
a full-stop, semi-colon or coordinating conjunction (and, 
but, or, so, for, yet, nor).  
 

He thought about it, he had nothing more to say. 
 
Should be:  He thought about it, but he had nothing 
more to say. 
 
Or:  He thought about it; he had nothing more to say. 

 
You could also remedy this comma splice through some other 
grammatical permutation, such as a different coordinating 
conjunction or a period. You’ll notice that the way in 
which you punctuate or join the sentences makes a slight 
different to the meaning of the lines. 
 
Note: “however” is NOT a coordinating conjunction. 
 

He wanted to go to the store, however he could not 
leave his sister alone. 
 
Should be:  He wanted to go to the store, but he could 
not leave his sister alone. 

 
A fused sentence consists of two independent clauses run 
together without any punctuation at all. This type of 
sentence is sometimes called a run-on sentence. 
 

The first section of the proposal was approved however 
the budget will have to be resubmitted. 
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To revised a fused sentence, all you have to do is include 
appropriate punctuate and any necessary connecting words. 
 

The first section of the proposal was approved; 
however, the budget will have to be resubmitted. 

 
How to Fix Comma Splices and Fused Sentences: 
- Link the clauses with a comma and a coordinating 
conjunction. 
- Link the clauses by using a semicolon or a colon. 
- Separate the clauses by punctuating each as a sentence. 
- Make one clause dependent. 
- Reduce once clause to a phrase. 
- Rewrite the sentence, integrating once clause into the 
other. 
 
Exercise 4 
Connect each pair of sentences in two of the following 
ways: (a) join them with a semicolon or colon, (b) join 
them with a coordinating conjunction, (c) reduce one to a 
phrase or dependent clause, or (d) integrate one clause 
into the other. 
 
1. Our national parks offer a variety of settings. They  
 
attract millions of visitors a year. 
 
 

 

2. The Grand Teton National Park includes a sixteen-peak  
 
mountain range. It offers extensive hiking trails and  
 
wildlife-viewing opportunities. 
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3. Yellowstone National Park is generally full of tourists.  
 
The geysers and cliffs are worth the visit. 
 
 

4. Hikers especially enjoy their vacations at Yellowstone  
 
National Park. The park consists of two million acres of  
 
backcountry perfect for hiking. 
 
 
5. Vacationers enchanted by cascading water should visit  
 
Yosemite National Park. The waterfalls at Yosemite reach  
 
heights of more than two thousand feet. 
 
 

 

Transitional words and phrases. 
Another way to revise comma splices and fused sentences is 
to use transitional words (conjunctive adverbs) or 
transitional phrases. These words and phrases may begin new 
sentences. 

Fused sentence: Sexual harassment is not just an issue 
for women men can be sexually harassed too. 
Fixed using a transitional phrase: Sexual harassment 
is not just an issue for women. After all, men can be 
sexually harassed too. 

Transitional words or phrases may join two clauses into one 
sentence. In these sentences, a semicolon appears after the 
first clause (before the transition); a comma appears after 
the transition. 

Comma splice: The word status refers to relative 
position with a group, however it is often used to 
indicate only positions of prestige. 
Fixed using a transitional word and appropriate 
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punctuation: The word status refers to relative 
position with a group; however, it is often used to 
indicate only positions of prestige. 

A transitional word or phrase may either begin a clause or 
take another position within it. When it appears within the 
clause, the transitional word or phrase is set off by 
commas. 

She believed that daily exercise has many benefits; 
she couldn’t, however, fit it into her schedule. 
[conjunctive adverb set off by commas.] 

 
Quotation integration 
 
Although it is important to draw phrases from literary work 
to support you interpretations, this needs to be done in 
the proper way. You cannot simply “drop” the quotation into 
your paragraph, or present it “dangling” and unattached to 
the surrounding prose. 
 
There are two common ways to integrate a quotation. 
 
1) Introduce the quote with a colon.  
 

The narrator describes the scene with heavy-handed 

irony: “Although she tried to sing, she would have 

made a greater impression if she had remained silent.” 
 
This is commonly used for longer quotations (three or more 
lines in length), which should begin on a new line and be 
indented. No quotations are necessary in these cases.  
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Book V of Paradise Lost opens with a Homeric 

invocation to the dawn: 

Now Morn her rosy steps in the eastern clime 

Advancing, sowed the earth with orient 

pearl, 

When Adam waked.  (1-3) 
 
Integrate the quote into the fabric of your prose, making 
sure that the sentence retains its grammatical integrity. 
One way of checking this is to mentally remove the 
quotation marks and read the sentence straight through; you 
should then be able to see any grammatical errors more 
clearly. 
 

The narrator criticizes the girl’s vocal skills and 

claims that “she would have made a greater impression 

if she had remained silent.” 
 
Quick Tips to Remember: 
 
1. Quotation marks enclose the titles of short works, such 
as stories, essays, poems and songs. 
 
2. Placement of other punctuation marks relative to 
quotation marks depends on the context. 
 - Commas and periods are placed inside quotation 
marks. 
 - Semicolons and colons are placed outside quotation 
marks. 
 - Question marks, exclamation points, and dashes are 
placed outside quotation marks  unless they are part of 
the quotation. 
 
Inside the Quotation Marks 
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Pilate asked, “What is truth?” 
Gordon shouted “Congratulations!” 
Why do children keep asking “Why?” [Use one question 
mark inside the quotation marks when a question ends 
with a quoted question.] 

Outside the Quotation Marks 

Who wrote “The Figure a Sentence Makes”? 
Stop playing “Dancing Queen”! 
She exclaimed, “I’m surprised at you!”--understandable 
under the circumstances. 

Exercise 5 
Insert quotation marks where they are needed in the 
following sentences. Do not alter sentences that are 
written correctly. 
  
1. Have you read Ian Buruma’s essay The Joys and Perils of 
Victimhood? 
 

 
2. Buruma writes, The only way a new generation can be 
identified with the suffering of a previous generation is 
for that suffering to be publicly acknowledged, over and 
over again. 
 

 
3. When my reading group met to talk about this essay, I 
started our discussion by noting that the word victim is 
defined in my dictionary as anyone who is oppressed or 
mistreated. 
 
 

4. So how can we tell who the real victims are? asked 
Claudia. 
 

 
5. Cahit responded, I think that both the Israelis and the 
Palestinians are victims of violence. 
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6. Yes, agreed Claudia, I worry especially about the women 
and children in the part of the world. I wish I could say 
to them, Do not give up hope! 
 
 

7. According to Tony, the situation in the Middle East 
would improve if people could learn to live and let live. 

 
Tense consistency 
 
Verb tense should be kept consistent, unless the actions 
the verbs are expressing occur at different times. Make 
sure you do not confuse your readers by switching 
needlessly from past to present tense or from indicative to 
subjunctive mood. 
 

Roger lifted one side of the table, while Berry lifts 
the other. [Both verbs should be in the same tense. 
Lifts should be lifted.] 

 
If I were not so inexperienced and he was not so 
naive, we would have known better. [Both verbs should 
be in the subjunctive mood. Was should be were. 

 
When using the literary or historical present, avoid 
slipping into the past tense. 
 
Hamlet sees his father’s ghosts, kills Polonius, and died 
in the final act. [All three verbs should be in the present 
tense. Died should be dies.] 
 
 
Pronoun Agreement 
 

The defense team worked day and night. They finally 
won the case.  
 
“defense team” is SINGULAR 
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Should be:  The defense team worked day and night. It 
finally won the case. (or “Its members finally won the 
case”)  

 
Misplaced modifiers 
 
When your sentence includes a modifying phrase (a phrase--
normally beginning with “which,” “where” or “who”--that 
tells us something about a noun in the sentence) it must 
IMMEDIATELY FOLLOW THAT NOUN. The example used for the 
previous problem (tense consistency) contains a modifying 
phrase: “which is primarily concerned with” modifies 
“story,” so the phrase follows the comma directly after 
“story.” 
 

eg.   She loved the enormous hat she bought in Mexico, 
which was a dizzying fusion of black felt and golden 
tassels. 

 
This sentence indicates that Mexico is a dizzying fusion of 
black felt and golden tassels. Obviously, the author 
intends to apply this modifying phrase to the hat. You 
could fix this in a number of ways, but the following 
sentence would get the modifying phrase to modify the right 
thing: 
 

Should be: She loved the enormous Mexican hat, which 
was a dizzying fusion of black felt and golden 
tassels. 

 
You’ll notice that in placing the modifier in the correct 
position, the meaning of the sentence has changed slightly. 
To preserve the exact meaning, you may decide to change the 
sentence more dramatically: 
 

She loved the enormous hat, which was a dizzying 
fusion of black felt and golden tassels. She had 
bought it in Mexico. 
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Subject-verb Agreement 
 
Please make sure that VERBS are written in the form that is 
correct for the NOUNS to which they apply. Conjugate 
properly. To do this, you have to be sure of two things: a) 
who/what is “doing” the verb and b) whether this “who/what” 
is singular or plural. This may seem basic, but sometimes 
your sentences will be long (and, sometimes, convoluted) 
and you might lose track of who/what is actuating the verb.  
 

eg.  The combination of careful planning and knowing 
birds’ habits ensure success. 
 
the subject is combination, not habits 

 
Should be:  The combination of careful planning and 
knowing birds’ habits ensures success. 

 
 
Conciseness 
 
Use one clear word instead of a long phrase. Avoid 
unnecessary repetition. This is a list of some common wordy 
phrases and their one-word counterparts: 
 

due to the fact that = because  
in order to = to 
to be desirous of = want or desire 
to have a preference for = prefer 
at this point in time = now 
with reference to = about 
prior to = before 
in the event of = if 

 
Wordy:  In my opinion the best starting point for 
discussion of the play would be Meg’s relationship to 
her father. 
 
Concise:  Discussion of the play should begin with 
Meg’s relationship to her father. 
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Misc. Errors 
 
there / their (possessive) / they’re (stands for “they 
are”) 
 
its (possessive) / it’s (stands for “it is”) 
 
“the fact that” – avoid this awkward structure  
 
Short story and poetry titles should be written in 
“quotation marks,” while novel and other book titles should 
be underlined or in italics. 
 
Rules for capitalization: do not indiscriminately use; use 
for the beginning of sentences, proper names, moths, etc. 
 
Avoid referring to what “the reader” thinks or does in 
response to a text. It is impossible to determine how any 
given “reader” responds to a text, and it is very sloppy to 
universalize. References to what “the reader feels,” or 
what “the reader comes to expect,” or how “the reader 
becomes vexed”—etc, etc—are intrinsically inaccurate and, 
often, attempt to conceal the absence of any critical 
commentary. Focus on what the text does: what effects does 
it achieve and how? If you find yourself discussing what a 
“reader” is doing, just shift your perspective and ask 
yourself how the text produces these impressions.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


