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Basic Subject /Verb Agreement

Before you begin this tutorial, we recommend that you complete the Introductory Tutorial:
Recognizing Verbs and Subjects. This tutorial will cover:

learning about basic subject/verb agreement

checking for subject/verb agreement in simple sentences

checking for correct subject/verb agreement in sentences when “s” is not enough
checking for correct subject/verb agreement in sentences with irregular verbs
proofreading for correct subject/verb agreement.
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As you do this tutorial and learn about basic subject/verb agreement, try to think about the kinds
of subject/verb-agreement errors that your classroom instructor may have pointed out in your
writing. If you know what types of errors to look for in your own essays, you will be able to
proofread more effectively.

Part One: Introduction to Subject/Verb Agreement

When writers create sentences that use the present tense, the verbs in these sentences must match
or agree with the subjects. Please take a moment now to read through the sentences written in
present tense in the chart below. Consider these two groups of sentences, which all have correct
subject/verb agreement:

Group 1
I love flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
You love flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
We love flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
They love flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
The girls love flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
Ricky and Greg love flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
The desserts contain delicious, exotic ingredients and flavors.
subject present-tense verb
They contain delicious, exotic ingredients and flavors.
subject present-tense verb




Group 2

He loves flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
Juan loves flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
She loves flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
Karla loves flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
The cat loves flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
It loves flan with whipped cream.
subject present-tense verb
A carton of ice cream melts slowly in my car trunk during winter.
subject present-tense verb
It melts quickly in my car trunk during summer.
subject present-tense verb

How do the endings of the present-tense verbs in Group 1 differ from the present-tense verbs in
Group 2? Write your answer below.

As you have probably noticed, an ““s” is not added to the end of the present-tense verb when the
subject is I, you, we, they or any noun for which they could substitute (“the desserts” in the
sentence included in Group 1). However, an “s” is added to the end of the present-tense verb
when the subject is third-person singular. Third-person singular subjects are ke, she, it or any
noun for which ke, she or it could substitute (“Juan,” “Karla,” “the cat” and “a carton of ice

cream,” in the sentences included in Group 2).

Students sometimes make subject/verb agreement errors when they forget to add an ““s” at the end
of a present-tense verb with a singular third person subject (ke, she, it or any noun for which /e,
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she or it could substitute) or when they add an “s” to the end of a present tense verb with the

subject I, you, we, they or any noun for which they could substitute.

Principle .  When the subject of a sentence is he, she, it or any noun for
which he, she or it can substitute, the last letter of the present-
tense verb should be “s.” For all other subjects, do not add an “s”
to the end of the present-tense verb. This is what we mean by correct
subject/verb agreement.

Part Two: Using “s” for Correct Subject/Verb Agreement

When you look for correct subject/verb agreement, follow these steps:

1. Find the verb. Is it a present-tense verb? If it is not present tense, you don’t need to
worry about subject/verb agreement.

2. Ifitis a present-tense verb, find the subject. If the subject isn’t a pronoun (/, you, we,
they, he, she or if), what pronoun can substitute for the subject?

3. Ifthe subject is e, she, it or any noun for which /e, she or it can substitute, the present-
tense verb should end with “s.”

It is important to follow these steps in this specific order.

The subject/verb agreement in the sentence below is incorrect. To revise the sentence, follow
these steps that are described in detail.

Incorrect:  Enrique swim the beach almost every week in the summer.

First, find the verb. Before finding the subject of a sentence, it is always necessary to identify
the verb. As you can see in the following examples, any word that changes tense according to a
time shift is the verb. Note that there can be more than one verb in a sentence.

(Today) Enrique swim at the beach almost every week in the summer.
(Yesterday) Enrique swam at the beach and swam almost every week in the summer.
(Tomorrow) Enrique will swim at the beach almost every week in the summer.

Since “swim” has changed tense two out of the three times, “swim” is the verb. The verb in the
original sentence is a present-tense verb. Since the verb is present tense, you must complete steps
2 and 3 to check for correct subject/verb agreement.

Second, find the subject. The subject is the word or words that answer the following question:
who or what does the action of the verb? The answer to this question is the subject.

Let’s apply this question to the original sentence: “Enrique swim at the beach almost every week
in the summer.” Who or what “swim at the beach almost every week in the summer”? The
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answer to this question is “Enrique.” Therefore, “Enrique” is the subject of the sentence. You can
substitute the subject “Enrique” with /e.

Third, decide whether to add “s” to the end of the present-tense verb. Because the subject of
this sentence is a noun for which /e could substitute, you should add “s” to the end of the present-
tense verb “swam.”

Exercise 1

Instructions: Decide whether /e, she, it or they could substitute for each subject in column 1.
Write that pronoun in column 2. Then, write the subject and correct present tense verb in column
4. The first one has been done for you.

1 2 3 4
subject pronoun verb subject and correct
present-tense verb

1. Lakisha she (swim) Lakisho swimvsy
2. Chris (know)

3. the man (eat)

4. locket (shine)

6. Ashok and Pria (skate)

Part Three: Using “es” and “ies” for Correct Subject/Verb Agreement
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Occasionally, just adding an “s” to the present-tense verb is not sufficient, depending on what the
last letter of the present-tense verb is.

As you check for correct subject/verb agreement, sometimes you will encounter a present-tense

verb that ends in “s,” “x,” “0,” or “ch,” as shown in the following sentences:
Incorrect: A rapper dress in baggy jeans.
subject present-tense verb
Incorrect: Nigella relax in the evenings after work.
subject present-tense verb
Incorrect: The cat go to the other side of the street to avoid the leashed dog.

subject  present-tense verb

Incorrect: Kevin watch Amy as she prepares dinner.
subject present-tense verb



He or she could substitute for “a rapper” in the first incorrect sentence, it could substitute for “the
cat” in the second incorrect sentence, and “he” could substitute for “Kevin” in the last incorrect
sentence. According to Principle I, you should add an s to the present-tense verbs in all these
sentences to create correct subject/verb agreement. But for the verbs in these sentences, simply
adding an “s” is not sufficient.

Principle II. 'When the subject of a sentence is &e, she, it or any noun for
which he, she or it can substitute and the present-tense verb ends

in “s”, “x,” “0,” or “ch,” add an “es” to the end of the verb for correct
subject/verb agreement.

Let’s apply Principle II to the previous incorrect sentences:

Correct: A rapper dresses in baggy jeans.

Correct: Nigella relaxes in the evenings after work.

Correct: The cat goes to the other side of the street to avoid the leashed dog.
Correct: Kevin watches Amy as she prepares dinner.

As you check for correct subject/verb agreement in your writing, there is one more instance when

adding a simple “s” is not enough. Consider the following sentences:

Incorrect: Jaime play soccer with his friends every summer evening.
subject present-tense verb

Incorrect: Mohammed try to do his math homework every night.
subject present-tense verb

According to Principle I, since /e could substitute for “Jaime” and “Mohammed,” you should add
“s” to the present-tense verbs to create correct subject/verb agreement. But we must pay special
attention to present-tense verbs that end in “y.” When a present-tense verb ends in a vowel + “y,”
we simply add “s” for correct subject/verb agreement. But if the present-tense verb ends in a
consonant + “y,” we drop the “y” and add “ies.” (As you recall, English vowels are the letters a,
e, 1, 0, and u, and consonants are all the other letters in the alphabet.)

Principle ITI. When the subject of a sentence is &e, she, it or any noun for
which he, she or it can substitute and the present-tense verb ends with a
vowel + “y,” simply add “s” to the end of the verb for correct subject/verb
agreement. However, if the verb ends with a consonant + “y,” drop the
“y” and add “ies” to the end of the verb.




Let’s apply Principle III to the previous incorrect sentences:

Correct: Jaime plays soccer with his friends every summer evening.

Correct: Mohammed tries to do his math homework every night.

In the first sentence, the verb “play” ends with the vowel “a” + “y,” so we simply add “s” for
correct subject/verb agreement. In the second sentence, the verb “try” ends with the consonant
“y,” we drop the “y” and add “ies.”

The following chart summarizes Principle I, Principle II and Principle III. You may find it
helpful to refer to the following chart, “Correct Subject/Verb Agreement,” when you are checking
for correct subject/verb agreement. Note that the chart continues on the next page.

Correct Subject/Verb Agreement

Subject Present-Tense Verb
/ Don’t add “s.”
you Don’t add “s.”
we Don’t add “s.”
they (refers to people or things) Don’t add “s.”
or any noun for which they could substitute
he, she, it e Ifthe verb ends in any letter except ““s,”
or any noun for which /e, she or it could “X,” “0,” “ch” or “y,” add “s.”

substitute e Ifthe verb already ends in “s,” add “es.”
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¢ [Ifthe verb ends in “s,” “x,” “0” or “ch,”
add “es.”

* [fthe verb ends in a consonant + “y,”
simply add “s.” If the verb ends in a
vowel + “y,” drop the “y” and add “ies.’

b

Exercise 2

Instructions: In each of the following sentences, the verb is in parentheses. Underline the
subject. Using the “Correct Subject/Verb Agreement” chart, decide whether you need to add ““s,”
“es,” or drop the “y” and add “ies.” Then, write the correct present-tense verb for each of the
following sentences. Remember that there can be more than one verb in a sentence. The first two
sentences have been done for you.

1. Farhad (dress) dresses every day before breakfast.
(The verb “dress” is in parentheses. To find the subject, we ask: Who or what “dress
every day before breakfast”? The answer is “Farhad.” He can substitute for the subject
“Farhad.” Using the “Correct Subject/Verb Agreement” chart, we see that we should add
“es” to “dress” to create correct subject/verb agreement.




2. Juanita and Kathleen (work) work in the Writing Center from 8:00 am until 8:00 pm.
(The verb work is in parentheses. To find the subject, you ask: Who or what “work in the
Writing Center from 8:00 am until 8:00 pm”? The answer is “Juanita and Kathleen.”

They can substitute for the subjects “Juanita and Kathleen.” Using the Correct
Subject/Verb Agreement chart, you see that no change is necessary to create correct
subject/verb agreement. )

3. We (love) skateboarding on the boardwalk.

4. Ludmilla and Tom (rise) early and (catch) the bus by

9:00 am to get to their jobs on time every morning.

5. Uto and Heilala (study) organic chemistry diligently and
(relax) afterward.
6. Alapacita always (catch) many fish out on the lake, but she (toss)

the small ones back into the water.

7. Jennifer (create) dramatic oil paintings with deep, strong colors, and

she (play) with light and shadow in her paintings.

Part Four: Creating Agreement with Irregular Verbs

When you check for correct subject/verb agreement, it is important to know about two irregular
verbs that do not follow Principles I and II.

The first is the verb “have.” When you are checking for correct subject/verb agreement in your
writing, be sure to use the following chart as reference.

Correct Subject/Verb Agreement for the Verb Have
Subject Present-Tense Verb
1 have
you have
we have
they (refers to people or things) have
or any noun for which they could substitute
he, she, it has
or any noun for which /e, she or it could
substitute




As you can see, if the subject is third-person singular (e, she, it, or a noun that can be substituted
with he, she or it is the subject), the correct present-tense verb is “has.” In all other cases, the
correct present-tense verb is “have.” The following sentence shows correct subject/verb
agreement for the verb “have”:

Yuri has a lunch date, but his daughters have plans to go out after dinner.

The second irregular verb that you should know about is the verb “be.” The verb “be” is unique
because you must check for correct subject/verb agreement in sentences that use both the present-
tense and past-tense verbs. That is, when proofreading your essays for subject/verb agreement,
you must pay attention not only to present-tense verbs of “be,” but also to past-tense verbs of
“be.” When you are checking for correct subject/verb agreement in your writing, be sure to use
the following chart as reference.

Correct Subject/Verb Agreement for the Verb Be

Subject Present-Tense Verb Past-Tense Verb
1 am was

you are were

we are were

they (refers to people | are were

or things)

or any noun for which
they could substitute

he, she, it is was
or any noun for which
he, she or it could
substitute

As you can see in this chart, if the subject is /, the present-tense verb should be “am,” if the
subject is you, we, they or any noun for which they could substitute, the present-tense verb should
be “are.” If the subject is /e, she, it or any noun for which ke, she, or it could substitute, the
present-tense verb should be “is.” The following sentence shows correct subject/verb agreement
for the verb “be” in present tense:

The weather is hot and dry today, but the girls are too afraid to go swimming.

As shown in the previous chart, if the subject is /, he, she, it or any noun for which he, she, or it
could substitute, the past-tense verb should be “was.” And if the subject is you, we, they or any
noun for which they could substitute, the past-tense verb should be “were. ” The following
sentence shows correct subject/verb agreement for the verb be in past tense:

You were grumpy yesterday even though your boyfriend was in a good mood.

When you are proofreading your essays for subject/verb agreement, it is a very good idea to refer
to all three charts (“Correct Subject/Verb Agreement,” “Correct Subject Verb Agreement for the
Verb Have,” and “Correct Subject/Verb Agreement for the Verb Be”).
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Exercise 3

Instructions: First, find the verb and subject in each sentence and underline them. Then, using
the principles and charts in this tutorial, correct all the subject/verb agreement errors in the
following paragraph. The first sentence has been done for you.

teach

I teaekes English Composition at CSM. The first day I always notices many worried students
in my classes. Most students enters the classroom reluctantly, apprehensive and nervous about
writing essays and reading books. Many student remember unpleasant experiences in middle
school or high school. Some students is worried about second language interference; they does
not feel confident about using English grammar rules. Others is afraid of the challenge of writing
college-level essays; in high school they was not expected to write anything but personal
narratives—stories based on their own lives. They has never written text-based essays, analysis
of articles and books. Still others hates reading and prefers TV, computers or movies instead.
Because these student has very little experience with reading, they needs practice and
comprehension strategies. Homework are another cause for concern; most student know that my
class will require more homework than they ever had in high school. Despite all these concerns,
soon the students begins to relax. By the end of the semester, most student read and write much

more skillfully and confidently, and their self-esteem increase immeasurably.

Part Five: Proofreading Tips for Subject/Verb Agreement:

Here are some strategies for proofreading for correct subject/verb agreement, techniques that will
help you proofread your essays more effectively.

* First, find the verbs by changing the time of the sentence. Asking who or what, be sure to
identify the subject for each verb—one at a time. Use the “Correct Subject/ Verb
Agreement” chart for every verb except have and be. For these irregular verbs, use the
charts “Correct Subject/Verb Agreement for Have” and “Correct Subject/Verb Agreement
for Be.”

* Another strategy is to read your work aloud; often you can hear an incorrect “s”

notice that an “s” ending is missing.

ending, or
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Exercise 4

Instructions:

1. Review an essay where your teacher has graded and marked your subject/verb agreement
errors. Are there any similarities in your errors? Knowing what to look for during
proofreading can make it easier to find your subject/verb agreement errors.

2. Look back at the principles and exercises in this tutorial and make notes on a separate

sheet of paper. You will bring these notes and the essay to your conference.

3. Make an appointment for a conference with an instructor in the Writing Center (18-104)
or English 800 Center (18-102). To make this appointment, stop by the Centers or call
(650) 574-6436. During this appointment, the professor will make sure you understand the
concepts covered in this tutorial, answer any questions that you might have, review your
answers to these exercises, and check to see if you can incorporate the skill into your

writing.

Reminder:

For this appointment, bring
* any notes about the tutorial that you have taken
* your completed tutorial exercises

* and the essay
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