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Introduction

I have had the pleasure of working with student writers for more than thirty years. Many 
of my students have been exceptionally good writers – creative, passionate, and eloquent, 
with an instinctive knack for words. Others lacked the same kind of natural talent but 
responded to my input with trust and perseverance and, in time, grew into competent, 
confident communicators. No two of them were the same. 

Writers are diverse because human beings are diverse, and no two have the same voice or 
story to tell. Every developing writer will face his or her own challenges, but after reading 
thousands of student papers over more than two decades, I can also say that certain 
tendencies are common among teen writers. 

This little book addresses ten common writing mistakes. There’s nothing scientific about 
the list. They are not statistically the top ten. They are simply ten mistakes that I often 
notice. There are other mistakes to be made, of course, but if a teen writer can learn to 
avoid these, she will be a step ahead of her peers.

And of course grown-up writers are guilty of the same errors. Even experienced authors 
will recognize some of these mistakes. They too might benefit from a review of them.

So, if you are a teen writer, this book is dedicated to you. If you recognize any of the 
following ten mistakes in your writing, don’t let it get you down. All of them are easy to 
make (that’s why they are so common) and just as easy to fix. And that’s an important part 
of developing the writing craft – learning what not to do.

And that’s what this book is all about. 

Best Regards,

Brian Wasko

Brian Wasko



Mistake #1: Showing when you could be telling

With student writers, nothing does more to improve writing than replacing the abstract 

with the concrete. The simple, memorable way of putting this is the oft-repeated rule: 

Show, don’t tell. 

In the old days, show and tell was a regular part of elementary school. Kids would bring in 

a pet hamster, a baseball card collection, a softball-sized wad of chewed gum – anything 

that was interesting or meaningful to them. One by one, they would stand proudly before 

the class and tell all about it. I’m not sure I ever understood the academic benefits of show 

and tell, but at least it was fun.

Good writers know that it’s almost always better to show than to tell. By way of 

illustration, consider the following two paragraphs. Which do you think is better? 

A. I fumbled with the key and the doorknob, murmuring under my breath 

about the idiot who turned off the porch light before I got home. I had three 

plastic bags of groceries in my left hand and a fourth in my teeth, so when I 

finally managed to unlock the door, I had to shove it open with my shoulder. As 

I stumbled in, lights exploded, and a crowd, invisible in the glare, roared 

“Surprise!” My heart punched the back of my ribs, and my mouth fell open, 

dropping six cans of chicken broth on the linoleum.

B. After a night of grocery shopping, I arrived home tired and grumpy. When I 

opened the door, however, my attitude quickly changed. Several of my friends 

had prepared a surprise party in my honor. I was shocked.

I hope you prefer A. It’s more evocative, more colorful, more visual. This is because it



shows more than it tells. Paragraph A colorfully paints the scene, while B merely talks 

about it. Notice that in paragraph B, the writer tells how he feels (e.g., tired, grumpy, 

shocked). In paragraph A, however, he shows us how he feels so vividly (e.g., “murmuring 

under my breath,” “my heart punched,” “my mouth fell open”) that there’s no need to tell 

us.

That’s what good writing does. It gives the reader some credit. No one wants to have 

everything explained to them. It’s almost always more interesting to have a picture 

painted for us so that we can draw our own conclusions about what it means. Author 

Anton Chekhov put it this way: “Don't tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of 

light on broken glass.” Even though he doesn’t directly tell us, we don’t wonder what the 

speaker was feeling in paragraph A. It’s just as clear as it is in B, but we’re allowed to 

figure it out for ourselves.

Remember that writing is an art — just like painting, sculpture or photography.  The 

difference is that visual artists create images using paint, clay, or film, while writers use 

words. Of course, writers can do far more than just create images — we can inform, 

explain, and persuade as well. Good writing, however, almost always leaves the reader 

with a memorable image.

This isn’t just true about creative writing either. The best academic papers, including 

reports, essays, and research papers emphasize showing over telling. They are full of clear, 

concrete examples and vivid illustrations. Don’t just talk about abstract concepts like 

inflation. Show your reader data on the rising prices of minivans and bananas. Don’t just 

talk about character development in a novel, point to the specific actions and words of a 

particular character. 

Somewhere along the way, you probably learned the difference between abstract and

concrete nouns. Abstract nouns name concepts like imagination, versatility, and honor. 

Mistake #1:Preferring the Abstract to the Concrete



Concrete nouns name people, places, and objects—things that have an actual physical 

existence. Words like microphone, shoelace, and cupcake are concrete. Dull papers tend to 

use abstract nouns more than concrete ones. You want to flip that script. There’s nothing 

wrong with talking about ideas and concepts. Just be sure to also paint pictures for your 

reader. Use nouns people can visualize. It’s hard to grasp an abstraction like poverty, but 

it’s easy to picture a homeless family taking shelter in cardboard boxes or long lines at a 

downtown soup kitchen. Strong images leave a lasting impression. 

Look for ways to paint pictures as you write. Stop every now and then in the writing 

process and make sure you are not telling when you should be showing.

Rule to remember: Show, don’t tell. 

Mistake #1:Preferring the Abstract to the Concrete



Mistake #2: Being Wishy-Washy

Humility is a rare and precious virtue, but it won’t score you any points on a persuasive 

essay. That doesn’t mean you have to be obnoxious or arrogant when you write. It just 

means you shouldn’t be ashamed to have an opinion and defend it with confidence. When 

writing essays, especially on standardized tests, avoid the following mistakes common to 

the wishy-washy. 

Indecisiveness

When writing to persuade, your must take a firm position on the issue you have chosen. 

Even if deep down you are undecided or indifferent, pick a side and stick to it. Write as 

though you believe it with all your heart. Don’t make the mistake of trying to fairly present

both sides of the issue. Most of the time that makes for a wimpy essay.

Remember that there is no right answer with most essays. Enjoy this situation – it’s one of 

the few academic subjects that doesn’t have a right answer. Don’t worry that your readers 

might not agree with your opinion. The important thing is that you are confident. Fair 

teachers will not judge your paper based on what you think – only on how well you 

present your case.

It’s usually best to go with your gut and write what you really believe. Of course, if you feel 

like you can write a more convincing paper on a position you don’t sincerely hold, go for it. 

That can be an interesting exercise. But the most persuasive papers come from the heart. 

If you are writing a timed essay, instead of spending time wrestling with which side to 

take, go with your first instinct.



To Concede or Not to Concede

Good essays often include a concession to the opposing viewpoint. A concession is an 

admission that those you disagree with are at least partly correct. For example, in a paper 

advocating stricter gun control laws, a concession might look like this:

Although the right to bear arms is a vital mark of freedom guaranteed in the 

Bill of Rights, reason dictates that some restrictions are necessary for a safe, 

peaceful, and truly free society.

The first part of this sentence concedes the importance of the right to bear arms – a right 

often cited by opponents of gun control. By acknowledging this point right away, the 

writer accomplishes two things:

1) He demonstrates that he is open-minded, reasonable, and fair.

2) He beats his opponent to the punch, stripping him of a strong point of argument.

Notice, however, that the concession is brief – only half a sentence – and that the 

concession is immediately followed by a qualification or counter-argument. If you decide 

to include a concession in your essay, be sure to follow this example – keep it short and 

follow it up with a point that affirms your thesis. Also, be sure to make your concession 

early in the paper – in the first paragraph after your introduction, for example.

For timed essays, however, I recommend avoiding a concession altogether. With limited 

time, you are better off investing it in sentences that directly support your position. An 

additional concern is that writers unskilled in concession-making can seem to be 

contradicting themselves. If you aren’t sure you can handle a concession well, don’t bother.



Unnecessary Qualifiers

Papers riddled with qualifiers come across as timid and uncertain. In seeking to be humble 

and even-handed, writers too often dilute sentences with qualifying expressions like “I 

believe” and “in my opinion.” My advice is to never write “I believe” or “In my opinion.” Ever.

If I say to you, “The lasagna is delicious,” wouldn’t you assume that was my opinion? If you 

read the words, “Education is the most important factor in a successful career,” isn’t it 

obvious that this is the opinion of the author? If you write it, the reader will assume it is 

your opinion. Therefore, including the words, “in my opinion,” is always redundant.

But there are other words to avoid as well – subtler and more tempting ways to water down 

your prose. Words like “sort of,” “a bit,” “somewhat,” and “pretty” wear away at the 

forcefulness of your paper. Check out these examples:

weak: Corporate America is somewhat to blame for the current climate.
stronger:  Corporate America is to blame for the current climate.

weak: The government’s ability to invade our privacy is just a bit 
disconcerting.

stronger:  The government’s ability to invade our privacy is disconcerting.

See how these little qualifying words can strip a sentence of confidence? 

Do your best to avoid qualifying words and phrases like those in the list below.

Mistake #2:Being Wishy-Washy



Mistake #2:Being Wishy-Washy

Rule to remember: Write with conviction.

If the purpose of your paper is to argue a point or persuade your reader, there’s nothing 

more important than to write it with confidence. If you don’t believe what you are saying, 

you can’t expect your reader to believe it either.



Mistake #3: Valuing Structure Over Substance

Some years ago, a former student visited me in my classroom after school. After 

graduating, he had attended a community college for two years and was in the process of 

applying to a four-year school to finish his bachelor’s degree. 

“They are asking for a sample of my writing,” he said. “I was wondering if you’d be willing 

to read this paper I wrote and tell me if it would make a good sample. My community 

college writing teacher gave me an A on it. What do you think?”

It only took me a few minutes to read it. It was five perfectly formatted paragraphs, 

including an introduction concluding with the thesis, which briefly listed the three 

supporting points he would be addressing. The body of the paper contained three 

paragraphs, each dedicated to a particular supporting point. Each had a topic sentence and 

a clear transition from the previous paragraph. A short concluding paragraph wrapped it 

up. 

The paper had no noticeable grammar errors. It was missing a comma or two, but that was 

easily fixed. No spelling mistakes. Strong vocabulary. Varied sentence structure. All that 

was great. 

There was only one problem. It was really boring. 

I nearly nodded off in the few minutes it took to read it. The thesis, though nicely worded 

and well-placed, was laughably obvious. It was something like, “Responsible students pay 

attention in class, complete their assignments and study for tests.” Really? You mean 

responsible students do responsible things? Amazing.

I pointed to one sentence that read, By paying attention and listening to the professor, I am



focusing on what is being said..

I asked him, “What’s the difference between paying attention, listening to the professor, 

and focusing on what is being said?”

He laughed and said, “I guess nothing. That’s kind of dumb, huh?”

I said, “You basically just said, By paying attention and paying attention, I am paying 

attention.”

He was a smart kid—a good writer with original ideas and something to say. I told him he 

should submit something that reflected his ability to think. He agreed, turned in a better 

paper, and got accepted. He’s a successful engineer now.

But it blew my mind that his college teacher had given that paper an A. It followed the 

form of a good paper. It avoided common mistakes. But it was just empty words. There 

was nothing in it that made the paper worth reading. It said nothing interesting or new. 

Unfortunately, this is how writing gets taught in too many classrooms these days. Teachers 

focus so much on the structure and mechanics of writing, that they forget that for writing 

to be good, it has to say something meaningful. 

I’m not saying organization isn’t important. I’m just saying that what you have to say is 

even more important than how you say it. Good writing says something worth reading.

Don’t forget that.

Mistake #3: Lacking Structure

Rule to remember: Good writing is about something meaningful.



Mistake #4: Self-Consciousness

Have you ever looked in the mirror and noticed that a tuft of hair is poking straight up off 

your head, or a chunk of spinach is caught in your teeth, or the price tag is still dangling 

from your shirt? Mortified, you think to yourself Why didn’t anyone say anything? 

We are all self-conscious. We think of everything in terms of how it affects us. Reading 

about a plane crash or tsunami in a foreign country might make us pause and shake our 

heads in sympathy, but sitting behind a driver who doesn’t immediately notice the light 

has turned green makes us horn-blasting angry. Why? Because while tragedies in distant 

lands are horrible, they have no direct effect on our day-to-day lives. Preoccupied drivers 

who make us late, on the other hand, throw off our daily schedules. Most people are more 

shamefully self-conscious than others-conscious.

It’s no surprise, therefore, that self-consciousness is a problem for young writers. We tend 

to insert ourselves into whatever we write. There is a place for this, of course — in 

autobiographies, anecdotes, private journals, and personal correspondence, for example. 

But in most formal writing, it’s best for the writer to stay backstage behind his words and 

ideas. 

In a first-person narrative, the narrator is a character in the story. Often, he or she is an 

important character who spends a lot of time describing his or her own thoughts and 

actions. More commonly, however, narrators are third-person. That means the narrator is 

simply a voice from nowhere. Words appear on the page relating the events of the story, 

but the reader is never introduced to the speaker. He or she is anonymous. 



That’s the way to write most expository and persuasive papers also. Keep yourself out of 

it. Just be an anonymous, disembodied voice. For example, don’t write: 

I think hopscotch is an underrated pastime. I’ve played competitive hopscotch 

most of my life, and I can tell you that it’s more than just a silly kids’ game.

This paragraph is as much about the author as it is about hopscotch. Most of the time, it’s 

better to keep the focus on your subject:

Hopscotch is an underrated pastime. Despite its reputation, it is more than 

just a silly kids’ game. 

There are times when a paper is informal enough to insert yourself in appropriate places. 

These lessons are an example of that (notice I use the word I and we often). Just be careful. 

Academic papers are usually best when the writer stays off-stage. It’s better to be more 

formal than you need to be than overly casual. 

This is one more reason to stay away from phrases like, “in my opinion.” Not only is it 

wish-washy (see Mistake #2), it also directly inserts the writer into the paper. 

Just Say It

Writing teachers get far too many opening sentences like this: 

In this paper I will explore the development of America’s atomic weapons. 

The self-consciousness is obvious here. This revision of it, however, is only a slight 

improvement:

This paper will explore the development of America’s atomic weapons.

Mistake #4: Self-Consciousness



The reference to the writer has been removed – that’s good – but there is a more subtle 

kind of self-consciousness still present. It’s as if the paper is talking about itself. That’s 

weird. Try to write in such a way that the reader is not reminded that he is reading a 

paper. A sentence like this distracts from the subject — the development of atomic 

weapons — to merely inform the reader what he is going to read about. When I read 

sentences like this, my reaction is always the same: Don’t tell me what you’re going to tell 

me – just tell me! 

The paper is about atomic weapons. It’s not about a paper about atomic weapons. So get 

to it:

America’s development of atomic weapons has launched the world into an 

era of tension and moral uncertainty.

Much better, isn’t it? No unnecessary talk of papers or references to the writer, just a 

statement that leads you right into the topic. If you’ve done it well, the reader stays 

focused on your ideas without being distracted by you or the paper itself. 

Mistake #4: Self-Consciousness

Rule to remember: Don’t tell me what you are going to tell me – just tell 
me.



Mistake #5: Overdoing on Modifiers

Imagine taking a friend to a fancy restaurant. After consulting the waiter, he orders the 

chef’s expensive specialty dish. When the delectable work of art arrives, he asks for a 

bottle of ketchup and dumps half a bottle on top.

You and the waiter stare, wide-eyed.

“What?” he shrugs. “So, I like ketchup!”

I like ketchup too. On hamburgers and french fries. In small doses. The idea of eating a 

spoonful of ketchup, however, is nauseating. Why? Because ketchup is a condiment – a 

food item designed to complement the flavor of other foods. Condiments are supposed to 

enhance the flavor of the main dish, not be the main dish.

That’s a good way to think about adjectives and adverbs. They are perfectly good words 

that serve a useful purpose. But they are meant to complement the words they modify, not 

dominate sentences. They work best in small doses.

Inexperienced writers, particularly when writing description, tend to overdose on 

modifiers. They feel that to really describe something, it is necessary to string together 

descriptive words:

The big, brown, hairy spider crawled very slowly and very quietly along the 

thickly carpeted floor.

This sentence certainly describes, but it’s wordy. The best descriptive sentences focus on 

nouns and verbs rather than adjectives and adverbs. Choosing specific, concrete nouns



and vivid action verbs allows you to scratch some modifiers while painting an even 

stronger image: 

The tarantula crept across the carpet.

Nouns are the bones of your sentences. Verbs are the muscle. They make your writing 

solid and active – alive. Put most of your effort into choosing nouns and verbs. 

It’s not wrong to use adjectives and adverbs, of course, but they are the easy way out.  Do 

the hard work of finding the perfect nouns and verbs and you can improve the power of 

your writing and eliminate excess fat.  Trust your nouns and verbs. Resist the urge to color 

each with a modifier: 

Bleh: My very energetic brother Ted and his happy, playful dog ran freely and 

joyously through the deep, green grass of the neighborhood park. 

Better: My brother Ted and his cocker spaniel puppy bounded through the grassy 

park. 

Mistake #5 Overdependence on Modifiers

Rule to remember: Write with nouns and verbs



Mistake #6: Wordiness and Redundancy

Good writing is concise and good writers don’t use more words than necessary. That 

doesn’t mean they skimp on details or creative phrasing, just that they normally look for 

the simplest, clearest way to express their meaning.

Here are five ways wordiness can creep into our writing:

Flowery Language

Flowery language is writing that seeks to amaze the reader with the writer’s brilliance. In 

most cases, simple and straightforward is best. Write to express, not to impress.

wordy: At this juncture, it would be in the best interest of those in 
attendance here at this financial institution to elevate your 
metacarpi.

concise:  Alright, everybody in the bank, put your hands up. Now!

Deadwood

Deadwood refers to words that can be eliminated without changing or adding to the 

meaning of a sentence. These words simply take up space.

wordy: The hotel was located in the nicer part of the city.
concise: The hotel was in the nicer part of the city.

wordy: The elephant grew to twelve thousand pounds in weight.
concise: The elephant grew to twelve thousand pounds.

wordy: Where is the pharmacy at?

concise: Where is the pharmacy?



Unnecessary Phrases or Clauses

Often, lengthy phrases and clauses can be reduced to a word or two to increase 

conciseness.

wordy: I gave my car keys to my sister.
concise: I gave my sister my car keys.

wordy: I saw a man who was dancing ballet in a wheat field.
concise: I saw a man dancing ballet in a wheat field.

wordy: Despite the fact that Richard finished the race first, he lost on
a technicality.

concise: Although Richard finished the race first, he lost on a 
technicality.

Started to… Or Began to…

A common bad habit is using started to or began to in sentences where the beginning of an 

action isn’t being stressed.

wordy: When Steven saw the shark, he started to shout and wave his
hands.

concise: When Steven saw the shark, he shouted and waved his hands.

wordy: After her shower, Janet began to get ready for the dinner.

concise: After her shower, Janet got ready for dinner.

Redundancies

Redundancies are words that simply repeat what has already been said. They are 

unnecessary.

Mistake #6 Wordiness and Redundancy



Wordy: The team arrived at 7:00 AM in the morning.

Concise: The team arrived at 7:00 AM.

Wordy: The party was a total and complete disaster. 

Concise: The party was a complete disaster.

Other examples of common redundancies include return back, all-time record, forever and 

ever, join together, separate and distinct, over and above, descend down, visible to the eye, 

final outcome, over and over, repeat again, etc. 

Learning to eliminate wordiness is one of the most important revising skills a writer can 

develop. Before publishing or submitting any paper, look carefully for places where 

unnecessary words and phrases appear. Cut them out or reduce them. You’ll be amazed at 

the improvement.

Mistake #6 Wordiness and Redundancy

Rule to remember: Good writing is economical. Don’t waste words.



Mistake #7: Trying Too Hard

Student writers who are eager to impress often fall into bad habits like stilted or 

sesquipedalian1 language.  It’s usually simply a matter of trying too hard. 

Perhaps you have been encouraged to use a thesaurus in order to find more interesting or 

more impressive words for your writing (like sesquipedalian). Be careful. Readers are 

rarely impressed by long or uncommon words just because they are long or uncommon. 

Bigger is not necessarily better. It’s not an improvement to change a sentence like The 

bright moon shone through the tall pines to The iridescent lunar disk radiated through the 

gargantuan pines. In fact, I much prefer the first one. 

Good writing is more about using the right word than using the long, fancy one. If 

iridescent says what you mean better than bright, then by all means use iridescent. In some 

contexts gargantuan may be better than simply tall. Everything depends upon what you 

are trying to say and how you want it to sound. 

So feel free to use a thesaurus, but get it out of your head that big words are better than 

little words. In fact, just the opposite is often true. 

When it comes to tone, it is usually best to write in a way that sounds natural to you when 

you read it aloud. This isn’t a foolproof method, of course, because what is natural to some 

people may be too informal for certain contexts. What is certain is that writing that 

intends to impress usually fails. 

Unless you have developed a formal style that you can consistently control, it’s probably 

best to keep your writing simple and natural. Avoid passive voice when possible, keep

1 Naturally, the long word sesquipedalian means “characterized by long words.” 



your sentences short and easy to follow. Use the clearest words and expressions rather 

than what you consider most eloquent. Writing in a plain, natural tone almost always gets 

the best results. 

Mistake #7: Trying Too Hard

Rule to remember: When it comes to words, bigger is not always better. 



Mistake #8: Relying on Clichés

One way to keep your writing fresh and original is to avoid over-used expressions called 

clichés.

Keep in mind that clichés were at one time striking and clever. That’s how they became 

clichés — they were so memorable and vivid that others began using them in their speech 

and writing. But once these creative expressions become common and familiar, they lose 

their freshness and cease to make people pause and ponder.

Good writing should surprise us. It should make connections that we wouldn’t ordinarily 

make. When a writer tells us it is “raining cats and dogs” we don’t wonder about his 

meaning anymore. We have heard the expression so often that we pass over it without a 

blink. We might be more interested, however, if a writer says instead, “the clouds were 

wrung like enormous sponges.”

Clichés are so familiar that we hardly realize when we use them. They spill out of our 

mouths and onto our pages because they come comfortably prepackaged. They say what 

needs to be said without requiring any mental effort. In other words, they are easy, and 

they are comforting in their familiarity. If you want to write with vigor and originality, 

however, you’ve got to break the cliché habit.

Below are some clichés to avoid. This is by no means a complete list. The English language 

includes thousands of clichés that you should mostly avoid. As you write, pay attention to 

how often you are tempted to use an overly familiar expression. Resist the urge and come 

up with new and interesting ways of communicating your ideas.



Simile Clichés:

dead as a doornail

clean as a whistle

neat as a pin

gentle as a lamb

light as a feather

quick as lightning

happy as a clam

quiet as a mouse

strong as an ox

slow as molasses

straight as an arrow

cool as a cucumber

soft as cotton

pretty as a picture

high as a kite

cold as ice

flat as a pancake

Mistake #8: Relying on Clichés

Rule to remember: Don’t be lazy. Say it your way.

Miscellaneous Clichés:

on cloud nine

ladder of success

out like a light

nip it in the bud

opportunity knocks

as the crow flies

don’t rock the boat

end of the road

stand idly by

in the nick of time

bury the hatchet

after all is said and done

foot in your mouth

beat around the bush

better late than never

hang your hat on

with flying colors



Mistake #9: Lacking Parallelism

I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat. ~Winston Churchill

This is one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.  ~Neil Armstrong

…and that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the 

earth. ~Abraham Lincoln

I came, I saw, I conquered. ~Julius Caesar

These quotes probably sound familiar. They are famous words (although the first one is 

often misquoted; people switch tears and sweat and leave out toil altogether). People 

remember them in part because they were spoken by important people during historically 

important times. But these quotes are famous also because of the way they sound. There is 

a distinct cadence to each of these statements. This rhythm is due in part to parallelism, 

sometimes called parallel structure.

What if Churchill had said it like this?

I have nothing to offer but my blood, toiling, the tears I cry, and perspiration.

No one would have remembered those words for long.

The difference lies in the list of things Churchill says he has to offer. In the actual quote, 

Churchill lists four one-syllable nouns: blood, toil, tears, and sweat. In this awkward second 

version, there is a pronoun-noun combination (my blood), a present participle



(toiling), a noun clause (the tears I cry), and a four-syllable noun (perspiration). There’s no 

rhythm. The idea is the same, but the power and music of the words disappears.

The rule of parallelism is simple: Items in a list should be in the same grammatical form. 

Here are some examples: 

Not Parallel: The students loved to run, play and swimming.

Parallel: The students love to run, play and swim.

Or: The students love running, playing, and swimming.

The rule of parallelism goes for any kind of word list – including nouns, verbs, adjectives, 

or adverbs.

Nouns: What impressed me about Alfred was his loyalty, 
determination and humility.

Verbs: Julius swiveled, swooped and alley-ooped his way to NBA 
stardom.

Adjectives: The evening sky seemed more vast, silent, and empty than
ever.

Adverbs: Lightly, gracefully, and majestically, the eagle descended.

The same principle applies when including a series of phrases, clauses, or even whole 

sentences. Read the quotes by Armstrong, Lincoln, and Caesar at the top of the page. Part 

of what makes these famous statements unforgettable is the repetition of word structure. 

In the first quote, Armstrong repeats the same pattern:

One [adjective] [noun] for [noun] 

One   small            step   for   man

one    giant            leap   for  mankind

Lincoln’s quote repeats three prepositional phrases with the same object – the people. The

Mistake #9: Lacking Parallelism



Julius Caesar quote repeats three independent clauses beginning with the pronoun I. 

(Caesar, of course, spoke these words in Latin: Veni, vidi, vici.) 

It’s not necessary to analyze all your sentences this carefully. Parallelism usually happens 

by instinct. There’s just something natural about the sound of repeating word patterns.

It’s even possible to string together whole sentences with parallel structure:

Everyone prepared for the big test in his own way. Evan was up past midnight. 

Chad arose before dawn. Evelyn didn’t sleep at all.

Tip:  When sentences are this closely related and maintain parallel structure, you may use 

a semicolon instead of a period to separate them. This normally improves the flow of the 

sentence by eliminating the “complete stop” a period requires:

Everyone prepared for the big test in their own way. Evan was up past 

midnight; Chad arose before dawn; Evelyn didn’t sleep at all. 

Sometimes you can add emphasis to a particular phrase or clause by changing its 

structure at the end of a parallel list:

Most of us followed orders instantly. Frank began straightening his bunk; 

Louie started scrubbing the floor; Oscar set to polishing his shoes, but 

Nathan, apathetic, leaned against the wall with his arms folded. He wasn’t 

moving.

Do you see how by breaking the parallelism the reader’s attention is drawn to Nathan? He 

becomes the focus of the paragraph.

Mistake #9: Lacking Parallelism

Rule to remember: Keep lists in parallel grammatical form.



Mistake #10: Failing to Proofread

Here’s a good tip:  After you write something, read it before sharing it.

That should seem obvious, but way too many students do not bother to read what they 

have written before turning it in. I know this is so because good students often submit 

papers with mistakes so glaring that the only explanation is that they submitted it without 

taking the  time to read it first.

One of the most telling signs of a failure to proofread is when whole words or phrases are 

left out of a sentence:

After waxing the car, Mr. Jones to the mall.

It’s easy to do this — sometimes we think faster than we can type, and our brains fill in the 

words that our fingers leave out. But if we take a moment to read everything after we’re 

done, we can catch these little errors before our readers do.

Maybe you do read your own work, but still overlook little errors. If that’s the case, you 

simply need to read more carefully. You may be proof-skimming or proof-glancing instead 

of proofreading. Here are four suggestions for improving your proofreading:

Read Out Loud.

If this is not possible or irritating to those around you, read “aloud silently.” Hear the 

words in your head. Let your ears help you. They will pick up errors or awkwardness that 

your eyes alone would miss.



Read it more than once. 

Sometimes it takes a few times through before you spot something in need of 

improvement. It may even be a good idea to have a specific goal for each reading. For 

example, check content and organization the first time through, word choice and rhythm 

the next, and mechanical issues like grammar and spelling in the third reading.

Leave it and come back later. 

If you’ve got the time, leave your work for a day or at least several hours before coming 

back to read it again. Sometimes it takes a little mental and emotional distance to help you 

see your paper clearly. When our brains get tired, they miss things. Give your gray matter a 

rest. Take the dog for a walk. Read a book. Do a thousand push-ups. Then come back and 

read what you’ve written.

Check spelling by reading it backwards. 

This is a great tip for checking spelling. It forces you to read one word at a time. When we 

read in the normal left-to-right way, our eyes can just skim past misspellings and other 

errors. Our brains sort of auto-correct the mistakes so that we don’t notice them. This is 

less likely to happen when you read backwards.

Even if you don’t have time to do all the above, at least give your work a good once-over 

before sending it on to its intended audience. You’ll often be amazed at the crazy things 

you wrote.

Do this every time you write. Whether it’s a year-end research paper or a simple text to a 

pal, read over what you’ve written before turning it in or hitting send. 

Mistake #10: Failing to Proofread

Rule to remember: Never publish before proofreading.



Summary

Of course, there are many more mistakes student writers make. These are just ten 

common ones. If you can avoid them, you’ll be way ahead of most. 

But good writing isn’t all about avoiding mistakes. In fact, worrying about mistakes makes

writing miserable and can restrict our creativity. Write with confidence. Write with your 

heart. Be fearless. Say what you want to say and don’t sweat mistakes. You can fix them

later. 

Thanks for taking the time to read this. I hope it’s helpful to you. And don’t forget to check 

out what we’ve got to offer at WriteAtHome.com


