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What is Sentence Correction?

Sentence Correction is that part of the Verbal section of the GMAT that tests you on your knowledge of English grammar and idioms. The grammar in this section is quite demanding and precise, and therefore even native speakers of English should be prepared to brush up on their grammatical skills. In this tutorial we will go over some general strategies for Sentence Correction problems and explore the major problems in Sentence Correction, examining how to identify these problems, and from there how to find the correct answer choice.

Sentence Correction questions make up roughly a third of the Verbal section, and the sentences touch on a variety of topics – politics, business, economics, sports, science, history, and the history of ideas are common themes in Sentence Correction sentences. But the multitude of possible themes does not truly matter. What we are concerned with is the grammar of the sentence, and you should not get distracted by what the sentence is discussing.

In a Sentence Correction problem you will be given one sentence – only one sentence, even if that sentence seems painfully long – with all or one part of that sentence underlined. The underlined part of the sentence is the part that must be evaluated. Is it grammatically correct or not? You are given five answer choices below the sentence, and must determine which one of these answer choices should or should not replace the underlined part, making the sentence more grammatical. Only ONE answer choice can be correct. The first answer choice, A , is always the same as the original sentence. If there is nothing wrong with the sentence, then the correct answer must be A.

Here is an example of a Sentence Correction question:

	PRIVATE
Developing countries have much to lose when one of their neighbors experiences a financial crisis, because their own financial systems are often more fragile, and therefore more susceptible to contagion, than of industrialized states.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	than of

	B
	
	than those of

	C
	
	than is true of

	D
	
	compared to

	E
	
	compared with


Explanation: The correct answer is B. This is a Comparison question (see Comparison problems below), and to make the sentence grammatical we must compare the financial systems of developing countries with the financial systems of industrialized states. B does this by using those, which in this case clearly refers to the financial systems of industrialized countries. A lacks the necessary those. C might be tempting as an answer choice, but actually compares the financial systems of developing countries with industrialized states, an illogical comparison. D and E both have awkward and unidiomatic structures: D says more... compared to, and E has more...compared with.

The major problems you will encounter in Sentence Correction are:

1. Parallel Construction 

2. Pronoun Problems 

3. Comparisons 

4. Subject/Verb Agreement 

5. Misplaced/Dangling Modifier 

6. Idioms and Idiomatic Expressions 

7. Verb Tenses 

8. Subjunctive Mood 

9. Redundancy 

10. Quantity Words 

We will take a look at just those first four problems in the tutorial today – the other problems are somewhat less common in the exam, and we will deal with them in two upcoming tutorials. 

You should follow these methods in all the sentence correction questions you do.

11. THE KEY STRATEGY: Ch-ch-changes – Yes, as David Bowie used to sing, changes. Look for the changes between the five answer choices. This will help you identify what the problem is, which is half the battle. For example if the changes in the answer choices are:

A) ........is..........
B) ........is..........
C) ........was..........
D) ........was..........
E) ........was.........

Then I know that part of the problem has to be "is" or "was", i.e. the tense of the verb. If I determine that the tense of the verb should remain in the present, then I can eliminate C, D, and E automatically. That has made my job much easier. By determining how the sentence changes, we can quickly identify the type of problem and then correct the grammar. 

Remember, and we cannot stress this enough, look to see how the sentence changes between A, B, C, D, and E. Those differences are not there by accident. In fact, they will lead you to the right answer.

12. Usually a sentence suffers from at least 2 grammatical problems. If you determine the nature one of these problems, then eliminate the obvious wrong answer choices, and are still left with 2 or 3 possibilities, look for another change or difference among the answer choices. Invariably, there will be something else that is wrong with 1 or 2 of them that you can eventually identify. Eliminate down to the right answer.

13. Do not eliminate answer choice A immediately. Many people do this, because they believe they must correct every sentence. That is not true. Consider A as a possible right answer.

14. When in doubt, choose the sentence that is shortest and most concise. Good English is brief and to the point. You might be surprised how often the most concise sentence is also the correct one.

Parallel Construction or Parallel Structure problems are among the most common problems in Sentence Correction sentences. The problem occurs when you mix verbs with adjectives, nouns with verbs, etc, when the situation calls for keeping everything the same, in order to maintain clarity and the flow of the sentence.

Rule : In a series of equivalent items, verbs must follow verbs, nouns follow nouns, etc.

Hint : If you notice a series or list of things, usually punctuated by several commas, make sure there is parallel construction.

Example : Jim was tidy, marked by politeness and good manners.

Is this parallel? 

No. The sentence says Jim was tidy (adjective) and then marked by politeness (noun) and good manners (noun).This is not parallel. 

We could fix it by writing: 

Jim was tidy, polite, and well-mannered. (3 adjectives)
Or
Jim was marked by tidiness, politeness, and good manners. (3 nouns). 

	PRIVATE
To be a good student, one must study hard, listening carefully to the teacher, and to go to bed early.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	To be a good student, one must study hard, listening carefully to the teacher, and to go to bed early.

	B
	
	To be a good student, one must study hard, listen carefully to the teacher, and to go to bed early.

	C
	
	To be a good student, one must study hard, listen carefully to the teacher, and go to bed early.

	D
	
	To be a good student, one must study hard, listening carefully to the teacher, and going to bed early.

	E
	
	To be a good student, one must be studying hard, listening carefully, and go to be early.


Explanation:
Notice how answer choice A is the same as the original sentence. It ALWAYS follows this pattern in Sentence Correction. We know this is a Parallel Construction problem because we have a list or series of verbs, in this case verbs. All 3 verbs have to be in the same tense or form. A has study, listening, and to go. B has study, listen, and to go. D contains study, listening, and going. E has be studying, listening, and go. None of these are parallel. The correct answer, C, has study, listen, and go. That is parallel, and therefore is the correct answer.

More Difficult Example

	PRIVATE
To the ruling classes of early modern Europe, the poor were seen as a drain on the state's resources, a serious threat to property, and, in their abject desperation, a potentially violent element of society.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	a drain on the state's resources, a serious threat to property, and, in their abject desperation, a potentially violent element of society.

	B
	
	draining the state's resources, threatening property seriously, and, in their abject desperation, as a potentially violent element of society.

	C
	
	a draining on the state's resources, a serious threat to property, and, in their abject desperation, a potentially violent element of society.

	D
	
	a drain on the state's resources, acting as a serious threat to property, and, in their abject desperation, a potentially violent element of society.

	E
	
	draining the state's resources, seriously threatening property, and, in their abject desperation, a potentially violent element of society.


Explanation: 

This is Parallel Construction, and we know that because we have a list, therefore everything in the list must be parallel. A, the correct answer, does this best, by creating a list of three nouns (things): a drain, a serious threat, and a potentially violent element. The other answer choices fail to make this parallel construction. B creates two verbs with one noun: draining, threatening, and a potentially violent element. In C, draining is inappropriate. In D, the verb acting breaks the parallelism of the other two nouns. E also has the verb threatening with two nouns, which is not parallel.

Pronouns are the names we give things and people to avoid repeating the proper name incessantly. Subject Pronouns are active - the person or thing is doing the action. Object Pronouns are passive, and the person or thing is receiving the action or having it done to him or it. Possessive Adjectives, while not pronouns, are important to learn for the GMAT.

	PRIVATE
Subject Pronouns
	Object Pronouns
	Possessive Adjectives

	I
you
he
she
we
they
it 
	me
you
him
her
us
them
it

	my
your
his
her
our
their
its (NOT it's)



The real problem, if you have not already guessed it, is the it/them problem. For example, the word Congress: is it an it or a they? Usually Congress is considered an it, because it is one political organization, even though it has several hundred members.

Here are some lists of words to help you keep this idea straight:

	PRIVATE
Words That Always Take Singular Verbs And Pronouns
(For example has, not have)

	any + singular noun
anybody
anyone
anything

	no + singular noun
nobody
noone
nothing 
	some + singular noun
somebody
someone
something


	every + singular noun
everybody
everyone
everything 
	each + singular noun
	

	
	
	


Examples:
Everyone is here.
Each person knows the answer.

	PRIVATE
Collective Nouns
These words are almost always singular.

	army
family
committee
class
public
minority 
	team
crowd
government
organization
jury
Congress 
	majority
mob 


Examples:
The army is ready.
The jury needs more time.

	PRIVATE
Plural Nouns
These words always take plural forms of the verb.

	pliers
glasses
scissors 
	shorts
jeans
pants
trousers 
	tongs
clippers
tweezers 


Example:
The shorts are on the bed.

Rule : Pronouns should correspond correctly to the person or thing described either earlier or later in the sentence.

Hint : Anytime you see a pronoun, make sure it corresponds exactly! 

Example
	PRIVATE
Genetic engineers have serious ethical questions to face, since he really holds the power of creation in his hands.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	since he really holds the power of creation in his hands.

	B
	
	since they really hold the power of creation in his hands.

	C
	
	since they really hold the power of creation in their hands.

	D
	
	since he really holds the power of creation in their hands.

	E
	
	since he really holds the power of creation in its hands.


Explanation:
In the permanent part of the sentence, the part of the sentence that is not underlined, we read "genetic engineers". Therefore, the verb of the sentence and any pronouns referring to the engineers must be plural. The only sentence that has both a plural verb "hold", a plural pronoun "they", and a plural possessive adjective "their" is C.

More Difficult Example
	PRIVATE
Last week the hapless Keatsway Corporation., beleaguered by various consumer lawsuits, decided to end production of their experimental pacemaker.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	decided to end production of their experimental pacemaker.

	B
	
	decided to end production of its experimental pacemaker.

	C
	
	has decided to end production of its experimental pacemaker.

	D
	
	has decided to end production of their experimental pacemaker.

	E
	
	have decided to end production of their experimental pacemaker.


Explanation:
The Keatsway Corporation is one entity, and therefore it takes an "it", not a "they" or "their". That eliminates A, D, and E. There is a problem with C because it uses "has decided" for something that occurred last week, and finished last week. It is not something that is continuing into the present. B is thus best.

Rule : Only equivalent things or individuals can be compared.

Hint : 

15. Be wary of these words : like, unlike, not unlike, as, such as, as....as, similar to, different from, and of course, than. They imply a comparison is to be made.


16. If there are more than two things being compared, then you need to use superlatives (-est adjectives).

	PRIVATE
Comparison
(2 things)
	
	Superlative
(3 or more things)

	bigger than
taller than
more intelligent than
more ambitious than 
	
	the biggest
the tallest
the most intelligent
the most ambitious 

	between
	
	among/amongst


17. When you are comparing people or things, it is in general better to use like, unlike, or not unlike. For example

Like you, I enjoy ice cream (like because we are comparing the two of us).

When comparing actions, as or just as are more appropriate. For example

As you do, I enjoy ice cream (as because here we are comparing our enjoying ice cream).

Example
	PRIVATE
Between the three of us, he is the better diver.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	Between the three of us, he is the better diver.

	B
	
	Among the three of us, he is the better diver.

	C
	
	Between the three of us, he is the best diver.

	D
	
	Among the three of us, he is the best diver.

	E
	
	Among the two of us, he is the better diver.


Explanation:
Remember, we use "between" for 2 people or things, and "among/amongst" for 3 or more. So we can eliminate A, C and E immediately for the improper use of between and among. In B, if there is 3 people, then we must use the superlative "best", not "better". The correct answer is D, because we have 3 people, so we use "among" and "best". 

More Difficult Example
	PRIVATE
Not unlike Byron, Shelley's poetry struggles to romanticize an increasingly prosaic world.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	Not unlike Byron, Shelley's poetry struggles

	B
	
	Not unlike Byron's, Shelley's poetry struggles

	C
	
	Like Byron's, Shelley through his poetry struggles

	D
	
	Not unlike Byron's poetry, Shelley's poetry struggles

	E
	
	Like Byron, Shelley's poetry struggles


Explanation:
We have to compare similar things. We cannot compare a man with another man's poetry. We can compare poetry with poetry, or a man with a man. A, C, and E all compare Byron with Shelley's poetry, which is not possible. B might solve the problem, but is rather ambiguous: Byron's what? GMAT does not approve of this sort of ambiguity. The only answer choice that does not fall into the trap of comparing unlike things or creating ambiguity is D, the correct answer.

The subject of a sentence must correspond to the form of the verb, and vice-versa. For example, if the subject (person or thing doing the action) of a sentence is "Spain", then the verb used must be third person singular- for example is, has, does, goes, rules, demands, etc. If the subject is "the men", then the verb has to be plural: are, do, go, rule, demand.

Hint : If the subject or the verb changes in the answer choices, you possibly have a subject-verb agreement problem.

	PRIVATE
The fact that we were not told, added to the other problems we have experienced, are the reasons we refuse to work with them.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	The fact that we were not told, added to the other problems we have experienced, are the reasons we refuse to work with them.

	B
	
	The fact that we were not told, added to the other problems we have experienced, is the reason we refuse to work with them.

	C
	
	The fact that we were not told, added to the other problems we has experienced, is the reason we refuse to work with them.

	D
	
	The fact that we were not told, added to the other problems we have experienced, are the reason we refuse to work with them.

	E
	
	The fact that we were not told, added to the other problems we has experienced, are the reason we refuse to work with them.


Explanation:
The subject, which in this case is "fact", needs a verb in the third person singular, which in this case would be "is". That immediately eliminates A, D, and E. C has the ungrammatical "we has experienced", and is therefore wrong. The correct answer choice, which has appropriate subject/verb agreement, is B.

More Difficult Example
	PRIVATE
National health officials have stated that the number of people suffering from cholera has risen dangerously high this year.

	PRIVATE
A
	
	has risen dangerously high this year.

	B
	
	has raised dangerously high this year.

	C
	
	has been raised dangerously high this year.

	D
	
	have risen dangerously high this year.

	E
	
	have rosen dangerously high this year.


Explanation:
The subject of the sentence is the "number of people". Since number is always singular, then the verb must also be singular. Hence, D and E, which both use "have", is incorrect. C is needlessly passive, suggesting that some insidious but unnamed agent is raising the incidence of cholera. B, with "has raised", is inappropriate, because this also suggests that some outside force or agent is "raising" the incidence of cholera, which is not necessarily true. The correct answer, A, has the correct form of Subject/Verb Agreement, as well as stating that the number "has risen"- whether on its own or through the work of some outside force we do not know, and do not need to know.

In this tutorial we have introduced Sentence Correction problems, gone over some General Tips for Sentence Correction, and learned how to identify and solve the four most common types of questions: Parallel Construction, Pronouns, Comparisons, and Subject-Verb Agreement. Take this opportunity now, if you feel you need it, to review any one of these areas of Sentence Corrction.

Remember: the best strategy for Sentence Correction problems is to examine the changes or differences in the answer choices. This will tell you what the problem is, and from there you will be able to solve it quickly and easily.

