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COMMONLY SEEN ERRORS 

Character names. I know how it goes—you start out with a main character named “Bob,” but then you decide his name 

should be “Vivaldi.” As unlikely as it seems, there’s a good chance that your mostly written manuscript will have at least 

one instance of Vivaldi being referred to as “Bob.” You and your readers will benefit by your “Find” search for “Bob.”  

Also common…you are talking about Character A, but you use the name of Character B. Like this: “Ray looked at Jewel 

and sighed.” Except, Ray is on some other continent. Or planet. If you read what you wrote, you’ll see it’s Mary who’s 

looking at Jewel and sighing. Again, this is a good time to use that “Find” feature.  

I truly don’t know why these types of errors are so common, but I’ve seen it in multiple authors’ manuscripts.  

Commas. I could go on for days about commas, but I will try to keep it brief. (There are a number of great reference 

books out there, and chances are, you can borrow one or more from your local library.) 

• If one character is talking to another, then there should be a comma after the spoken-to character’s name (and 

before, depending on the sentence construction): “David, did you call?” or “Hey, David, did you call?” 

• Don’t use commas for character names if you’re describing their job, role, or relationship: “My attorney Paige More 

called me.” (Otherwise, it sounds like you’re telling Paige More that your attorney called you.) 

• For most usages of the words “and,” “but,” and “or,” commas are not needed. HOWEVER…if what comes before 

and/but/or can stand alone as a sentence and what comes after and/but/or can stand alone as a sentence…then 

you need a comma before the “and,” “but,” or “or.” For example, not “I saw him and ran to him,” but “I saw him, 

and I ran to him.” 

• The so-called “serial comma” or “Oxford comma”: This comma is described as an “optional” comma at the end of a 

list of three or more items. My suggestion is that you treat it as mandatory! You may have seen the “tutorial image” 

posted on various social media sites: “We invited the strippers, JFK, and Stalin” (WITH the comma) vs. “We invited 

the strippers, JFK and Stalin” (WITHOUT the comma, suggesting that JFK and Stalin are the strippers).
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Homophones. HUGE PROBLEM WITH INDIE AUTHORS. Homophones are words that sound like one another but are 

spelled differently. Since spell-check can’t identify them, way too many indie-published works are littered with incorrect 

usages. It may be helpful to make a list of these along with definitions; also, consider doing a “find” search on your final 

draft for each of these commonly confused homophones: 

• Bail vs. bale • Pare vs. pear 

• Bear vs. bare • Pore vs. pour (particularly common) 

• Brake vs. break • Right vs. write vs. rite 

• Due vs. do • Seen vs. scene 

• Hanger vs. hangar • Site vs. sight vs. cite 

• Hear vs. here • There vs. their vs. they’re 

• Its vs. it’s (also see below) • Whose vs. who’s 

• Jam vs. jamb • Your vs. you’re (also see below) 

• Pail vs. pale  

 

If you’re not sure you’re using the right form of a word, there are a number of online dictionaries and writing sites that 

will help you. You want your readers to love you (or your work, at least), so love your readers—take the time to make 

sure you’re using the write right word. 

                                                                 
1
 But technically, if you wanted to mention that you invited two strippers (who happen to be JFK and Stalin), there would not be a comma after 

“strippers.” See bullet point #2 in this list.  
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Hyphen use, generally. Indie authors don’t use hyphens as much as they should (also see the next entry). Certain words 

should be linked together to make their meaning clear. A common error is in not including hyphens when referring to 

age (“a 50-year-old man”) or a length of time (“a two-year contract” or “a five-second test”). Note that the hyphen 

usage is appropriate when a set of related words are “modifying” a noun but generally are not needed when the words 

are not modifying a noun (“I’m a 50-year-old man” vs. “I’m a man who is 50 years old”). Also note that the hyphen is not 

needed when there are two words modifying a noun and the first ends in “ly”: “a commonly used word.” 

Hyphens vs. en dashes vs. em dashes. I understand that this may seem unnecessarily technical, but I promise you—if 

you had a professional editor going through your work, that editor would point out that in many of the instances at 

which you typed a hyphen, an en dash or em dash was needed. Here’s what they look like (in order): -   –   — 

• Hyphens are used to denote a connection between words: a “giant-beaked bird” means the bird has a giant beak; a 

“giant beaked bird” means that the bird has a beak and is giant. While “Lisa Kelly Wilson” could lead you to believe 

that “Kelly” is my middle name, “Lisa Kelly-Wilson” indicates that my last name is “Kelly-Wilson.” 

• En dashes are used to indicate a range of something: “The survey results indicate that 5–10 percent of 

respondents…” or “Most events occur May–June.”  

• Em dashes are used to indicate emphasis or to set off otherwise unrelated text: “I saw the man—his hair glowed like 

copper—and felt afraid” or “There were three dogs there—Spot, Fido, and Lady.” 

“It’s” vs. “its.” This one is relatively simple: “it’s” is only appropriate when you’re shortening “it is” or “it has.” If you’re 

not sure, sound it out in your head.  

Pronoun usage. 

• Overuse/Unclear usage. If you have, say, two male characters doing something, you have to make sure that your 

readers know who is doing what: “John pointed at the window, and Frank looked at it. Then he picked up a rock.” 

Because of the order in which John and Frank are described, it would appear that “he” refers to Frank (but that 

might not be the author’s intent). And I say “overuse” because of those situations in which you have five male 

characters in a scene and 15 usages of “he” in a paragraph, leading to confusion over which character is doing what 

and when. 

• Incorrect usage. Not sure when you should use “she and I” or “her and me” (or some other mix)? Don’t despair; a 

combination of this sort often is constructed incorrectly. I won’t go into a long explanation of “objective” vs. 

“nominative” blah blah blah, but I will give you this failsafe tip: Take out the “she” (or “he”)/“her” (or “him”) and 

sound the sentence out in your head. Like this: “She and me went to the store.” Take out the “she”: “Me went to the 

store.” Now you know it should be “She and I went to the store.” Again: “The same thing happened to she and I.” 

Take out the “she”: “The same thing happened to I.” Take out the “I”: “The same thing happened to she.” See? It 

becomes easy to identify when you’re using an incorrect combination.  

Semicolons. Put them in your writer’s arsenal. They let you join two related sentences AND mix up your sentence 

structure. “I saw him; I ran to him.” 

Sentence structure. See above. Mix it up. For instance, look at ONE paragraph of your work critically. Maybe all of the 

sentences read like this: “I saw him, and then I ran to him.” What if that one paragraph got changed? What if it started 

out like this: “After I saw him and ran to him…”? 

Spell-check. Don’t ignore your spell-check feature—it often will alert you to spelling errors that you didn’t realize you 

made.  
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“Which” vs. “that”—required information or just “oh, by the way…”? “That” is part of a restrictive clause. “Dogs that 

bark are annoying” gives a specific (restricted) message: Barking dogs are annoying. Nonbarking dogs are (or might be) 

okay. On the other hand, “which” starts a nonrestrictive clause: “Dogs, which bark, are annoying.” All dogs are annoying 

(and, oh, by the way, they bark). NOTE: As in the example above, nonrestrictive clauses are enclosed in commas.  

Wordiness. This issue is hard to tackle in a “do-it-yourself” guide; my experience has been that an author understands 

what I mean when I show him or her how (a) identifying words that really aren’t necessary and (b) removing them from 

the work I’m reviewing makes that work “cleaner,” “tighter,” and “more powerful.” You can get a start on this yourself 

by making a copy of your document and going through it with the goal of cutting your word count down by 5%, which 

will encourage you to look critically at your words to determine which are truly critical to telling your story.  

“You’re” vs. “your.” Again, relatively simple: “you’re” is only appropriate when you’re shortening “you are.” 


