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COMMON GRAMMATICAL MISTAKES
The Publication Manual provides good coverage of grammatical mistakes (2010b, sec-
tions 3.18 to 3.23). What is offered here overlaps with the Publication Manual to some 
extent and reflects mistakes commonly found in published research papers, suggesting 
the need to highlight these overlooked issues.

Data Versus Datum

  Try This Now

Which of the following sentences is correct?

1.	 The data were convincing.

2.	 The data was convincing.

If you selected 1, you are correct. The word “data” is plural, and it takes a plural verb. You 
rarely read about a single datum.

Missing Referents

  Try This Now

Read the following sentence and identify the missing referent in the 
second sentence.

“The randomization feature malfunctioned, and the data from 25 participants had to 
be deleted. This makes the outcome questionable.”

If you said “this,” you are correct. We don’t know to what “this” refers in the sec-
ond sentence; hence, we have a missing referent. You have to tell us what problem you 
identified in the previous sentence that makes the outcome questionable. A reasonable 
substitute sentence would be: “This large deletion makes the outcome questionable.”

•• Comparative language. When you use a comparative word like “more,” “higher,” 
“better,” or “lower,” you have to indicate the other group involved in the com-
parison. As an example in a study that compared women and men, the sentence 


