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In the world of professional writing, clear communication is the cornerstone of success. Yet, even seasoned writers 

stumble over the subtle intricacies of English grammar, punctuation, and vocabulary. Paul Brians, a distinguished 

professor of English at the University of Texas at Austin, dedicated his career to identifying and correcting these 

common pitfalls. His seminal work, Common Errors in English Usage, has become an indispensable resource for

students, editors, and writers worldwide. This article delves into the most frequent mistakes highlighted by Brians,

offers practical strategies to avoid them, and explores his broader philosophy on effective writing. Whether you’re

polishing a business report or drafting a novel, mastering these insights will elevate your prose to a professional

standard.

1. Paul Brians' Legacy in English Usage

Brians’ influence extends far beyond his textbook. He founded the English Usage Committeeat his university,

where he collaborated with linguists and educators to compile comprehensive guidelines. His approach blends

rigorous grammatical rules with real-world examples, ensuring readers can apply corrections effortlessly. The

book’s enduring popularity stems from its accessibility—complex concepts are broken down into digestible

sections, and each chapter is accompanied by illustrative examples and exercises.

At the heart of Brians’ methodology lies a commitment to clarity. He argues that the ultimate goal of writing is to

convey meaning without confusion. By systematically addressing common errors, he empowers writers to

communicate more confidently and convincingly.

2. Ten Most Frequent Errors According to Paul Brians

2.1 Misusing “Their,” “There,” and “They’re”

One of the most pervasive confusions involves these homophones. Their denotes possession, there refers to a 

place or existence, and they’reis a contraction of “they are.” A quick mnemonic is to remember that “their” has an

“i” (for “in possession”), “there” has an “e” (for “existence”), and “they’re” contains an “r” (for “are”).

•  Correct: Their books were on the shelf.

•  Incorrect: There books were on the shelf.

•  Correct: They’re planning to travel.

•  Incorrect: Their planning to travel.

2.2 Confusing “Its” and “It’s”

While its is possessive, it’s is a contraction of “it is” or “it has.” A useful test: replace the word with “it is” or “it has” 

and see if the sentence still makes sense. If it does, you need it’s.

•  Correct: The dog wagged its tail.

•  Correct: It’s raining outside.

2.3 Using “Affect” vs “Effect”

These two words often cause confusion. Affect is usually a verb meaning “to influence,” whereas effectis

commonly a noun meaning “the result.” A quick rule: “affect” starts with “a” for “action,” while “effect” starts with “e”



for “end result.”

•  Correct: The policy will affect many people.

•  Correct: The effect of the policy is noticeable.

2.4 The “Your” vs “You’re” Confusion

Similar to “their” vs “there,” your is possessive, and you’re is a contraction of “you are.” A simple trick: if you can 

replace the word with “you are,” then you’re is the correct choice.

•  Correct: That’s your idea.

•  Correct: You’re going to love this.

2.5 “To,” “Too,” and “Two”

These homophones serve distinct purposes. To is a preposition or part of an infinitive, too means “also” or 

“excessively,” and two is the number 2. Remember the phrase “I to the store” for preposition, “I too want a snack” 

for also, and “I have two apples.”

•  Correct: I am going to the office.

•  Correct: She likes coffee too.

•  Correct: I have two siblings.

2.6 “Than” vs “Then”

Use than when making comparisons, and thento indicate time or consequence. A mnemonic: “than” contains “a”

for “comparison,” whereas “then” contains “e” for “next in time.”

•  Correct: She is taller than her brother.

•  Correct: Finish your homework then you can play.

2.7 “Lose” vs “Loose”

Lose is a verb meaning “to misplace” or “to forfeit,” while loose is an adjective meaning “not tight.” A handy test: if 

the word can replace “not tight,” choose loose; otherwise, lose.

•  Correct: I will lose my keys if I’m not careful.

•  Correct: The loose screw needs tightening.

2.8 “Accept” vs “Except”

These words differ by a single letter. Accept means “to receive,” whereas exceptmeans “excluding.” A quick test:

replace the word with “not” and see if the sentence still makes sense.

•  Correct: Please accept the invitation.

•  Correct: Everyone is invited except for the manager.

2.9 “Compliment” vs “Complement”

Many writers confuse these because they sound similar. Compliment is a praise or expression of admiration, while 

complement means something that completes or enhances.

•  Correct: She gave me a heartfelt compliment on my presentation.

•  Correct: The red scarf is a perfect complement to the outfit.

2.10 “Advice” vs “Advise”

These are a noun and a verb, respectively. Advice refers to guidance, whereas advise is the act of offering advice.

•  Correct: He offered some wise advice.



•  Correct: She will advise you on the next steps.

3. Common Usage Mistakes Beyond Vocabulary

3.1 Sentence Structure: Run �On vs Fragment

Run �on sentences combine independent clauses without proper punctuation, while fragments lack a complete

thought. A quick rule: every independent clause needs its own subject and verb. Use a period, semicolon, or

conjunction to separate ideas.

Example of a run �on: I went to the store I bought milk. Corrected: I went to the store; I bought milk.

3.2 Subject �Verb Agreement

Subjects and verbs must agree in number. Collective nouns (e.g., “team,” “staff”) may take singular or plural verbs

depending on whether the focus is on the group as a whole or its individual members.

•  Singular: The team is winning.

•  Plural: The team are arguing among themselves.

3.3 Pronoun �Antecedent Agreement

Pronouns must match their antecedents in number and gender. Ambiguities arise when pronouns could refer to

multiple nouns. Clear antecedent placement resolves this.

Example: When John met Mary, he said she was nice. The pronoun “he” clearly refers to John.

3.4 Punctuation: Commas and Semicolons

Commas separate items in a list, clauses, and introductory elements. Semicolons link closely related independent

clauses. Misuse can alter meaning.

Example: She likes coffee, tea, and juice. vs. She likes coffee; she prefers tea; and she drinks juice.

3.5 Use of Passive Voice

While passive voice is acceptable in scientific writing, overuse can make prose vague. Active voice conveys

directness and accountability.

•  Active: The researcher analyzed the data.

•  Passive: The data were analyzed by the researcher.

3.6 Idiomatic Expressions

Idioms can be tricky for non-native speakers. Understanding context and common usage helps avoid awkward

phrasing.

Example: Break the ice means to initiate conversation, not to literally fracture ice.

4. How to Avoid These Errors

4.1 Proofreading Strategies

Reading aloud exposes hidden mistakes.
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