common parallelism mistakes

Understanding and Avoiding Common Parallelism
Mistakes in Writing

In the realm of effective writing, clarity and conciseness are paramount. One of the most potent
tools in a writer's arsenal for achieving these qualities is parallelism, also known as parallel
structure. This grammatical principle involves using the same pattern of words to show that two or
more ideas have the same level of importance. Mastering parallelism can significantly enhance the
readability, flow, and overall impact of your prose. However, many writers, even experienced ones,
fall prey to common parallelism mistakes that can undermine their message. This article will delve
deep into understanding these prevalent errors, from faulty comparisons to mismatched verb tenses,
and provide practical strategies for identifying and correcting them. By recognizing and rectifying
these common parallelism mistakes, you can elevate your writing from ordinary to exceptional,
ensuring your ideas are communicated with precision and elegance.
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Understanding the Importance of Parallelism in
Writing

Parallelism is not merely an aesthetic choice; it is a fundamental aspect of clear and persuasive
communication. When ideas are presented in a parallel structure, they create a sense of balance and
rhythm that guides the reader smoothly through the sentence. This consistency in form makes it
easier for the reader to process and understand the relationships between different parts of the
sentence. Think of it as a visual and auditory cue for the brain. Without parallelism, sentences can
feel disjointed, confusing, and even unintentionally humorous. In academic writing, professional
reports, and creative storytelling, consistent parallelism demonstrates attention to detail and a
commitment to clarity. It helps to emphasize key points, create memorable phrases, and build a
stronger connection with the audience. Mastering the nuances of parallel structure is therefore
crucial for any writer aiming for impact and accuracy.

Identifying Common Parallelism Mistakes

The journey to impeccable writing often involves navigating a minefield of potential grammatical
errors. Among the most frequent and detrimental are those related to parallelism. These mistakes
can creep into even the most carefully crafted sentences, leading to awkward phrasing and a loss of
meaning. Understanding the specific types of common parallelism mistakes is the first step towards
avoiding them. This section will explore the various ways parallel structure can go wrong, providing
examples to illustrate each pitfall.

Faulty Comparisons and Incomplete Structures



One of the most insidious types of common parallelism mistakes occurs when comparing two or
more items or ideas that are not presented in the same grammatical form. This often happens in
sentences that introduce a list or a series of actions, but fail to maintain consistency. For instance, a
sentence might state, "She enjoys hiking, to swim, and biking." Here, "hiking" and "biking" are
gerunds (verbs ending in -ing used as nouns), but "to swim" is an infinitive. To correct this, all items
should be in the same form: "She enjoys hiking, swimming, and biking." Another common issue is the
incomplete structure, where a sentence implies a comparison or a list but doesn't fully develop it,
leaving the reader to guess the intended parallel elements.

Mismatched Parts of Speech

Parallelism demands that elements in a series or comparison share the same grammatical function.
A frequent error involves mixing different parts of speech within a parallel structure. For example,
consider the sentence: "The report was informative, well-organized, and a helpful resource." The
first two adjectives, "informative" and "well-organized," modify "report." However, "a helpful
resource" is a noun phrase. This creates an imbalance. A grammatically parallel version would be:
"The report was informative, well-organized, and helpful." Alternatively, if the intent was to list types
of things, it might be: "The report was informative, well-organized, and a valuable addition." The key
is that each element performs the same grammatical role.

Inconsistent Verb Tenses and Forms

When listing actions or states of being, maintaining consistent verb tenses and forms is crucial for
parallel structure. A common parallelism mistake arises when different tenses are used within the
same parallel construction. For instance, "He decided to leave the party, saying goodbye to his
friends, and went home." The initial verb phrase is "decided to leave" (past tense + infinitive),
followed by "saying goodbye" (present participle), and then "went home" (past tense). This lack of
consistency makes the sentence jarring. A corrected version would maintain a uniform structure:
"He decided to leave the party, say goodbye to his friends, and go home," or "He decided to leave the
party, said goodbye to his friends, and went home." The choice depends on whether the actions are
presented as infinitives or past tense verbs.

Uneven Prepositional Phrases and Clauses

Parallelism extends to more complex sentence elements like prepositional phrases and subordinate
clauses. When these elements are meant to be parallel, they must follow a consistent pattern. For
example, "She is interested in art, in music, and about history." The parallelism is broken by the
change in prepositions. A more parallel construction would use the same preposition: "She is
interested in art, in music, and in history." Similarly, if a sentence uses subordinate clauses in
parallel, they should maintain a similar structure. "He believed that the plan would succeed, that the
team was ready, and his dedication was unwavering." The first two elements are subordinate clauses
beginning with "that," while the third is a noun phrase. A parallel version would be: "He believed
that the plan would succeed, that the team was ready, and that his dedication was unwavering."



Errors in Compound Subjects and Predicates

Parallelism is also essential when dealing with compound subjects or predicates. A compound
subject consists of two or more nouns or pronouns joined by a conjunction, and a compound
predicate consists of two or more verbs or verb phrases joined by a conjunction. Errors occur when
the elements being joined are not grammatically equivalent. Consider: "Running marathons and to
train for them requires dedication." Here, "Running marathons" is a gerund phrase, but "to train for
them" is an infinitive phrase. The parallel structure would be: "Running marathons and training for
them requires dedication." Similarly, with predicates: "She sings beautifully and with great
emotion." The first predicate is a verb + adverb, while the second is a prepositional phrase. A more
parallel construction would be: "She sings beautifully and expressively" or "She sings with beauty
and with great emotion."

Incorrect Use with Correlative Conjunctions

Correlative conjunctions, such as "either...or," "neither...nor," "both...and," "not only...but also," and
"whether...or," link grammatically equal elements. Common parallelism mistakes happen when the
correlative conjunctions do not precede parallel structures. For instance, "He was not only talented
but also very hardworking." The structure is sound. However, consider: "She is interested in not only
painting but also in sculpting." Here, "not only" precedes "painting” (a gerund) but "but also"
precedes "in sculpting" (a prepositional phrase). To correct this, the correlative conjunctions must
frame parallel elements: "She is interested in not only painting but also sculpting." Both elements
are gerunds, creating proper parallelism.

Confusing Lists of Items

Lists, whether they are three or more items joined by commas and a conjunction, are prime
candidates for parallelism errors. When constructing a list, each item should maintain the same
grammatical form. A common mistake is to mix gerunds, infinitives, nouns, and phrases. For
example: "The task involves writing the proposal, gathering data, and to analyze the results." The
parallel structure should be consistent: "The task involves writing the proposal, gathering data, and
analyzing the results." All items are gerunds, making the list clear and balanced. Another pitfall is
when the introductory phrase or clause sets up a specific type of list, but the items themselves
deviate from that structure.

Parallelism Errors in Sentences with "Not Only...But Also"

The correlative conjunction pair "not only...but also" is particularly prone to parallelism errors.
Writers often place "not only" before one part of speech and "but also" before a different one. For
instance, "The company plans to expand its services and not only to increase its profits but also to
improve customer satisfaction." This sentence is awkward because "not only" is followed by an
adverbial phrase, and "but also" is followed by a verb phrase. A corrected version, ensuring
parallelism, would be: "The company plans not only to expand its services but also to increase its



profits and improve customer satisfaction." Alternatively, and more directly parallel: "The company
plans not only to expand its services but also to improve customer satisfaction."

Parallelism Issues with "Either...Or" and "Neither...Nor"

Similar to "not only...but also," the correlative conjunctions "either...or" and "neither...nor" require
careful attention to parallelism. When these conjunctions introduce elements, those elements must
be grammatically equivalent. An example of an error: "You can either call her or sending her an
email." The parallel elements should be of the same form. Correcting this would yield: "You can
either call her or send her an email." Both elements are verb phrases in the imperative mood. For
"neither...nor," a flawed sentence might be: "He was neither a good student nor was he interested in
learning." The corrected parallel form would be: "He was neither a good student nor interested in
learning." This ensures both "good student" and "interested in learning" function as predicative
adjectives.

Strategies for Correcting Common Parallelism Mistakes

Once you understand the various types of common parallelism mistakes, the next crucial step is to
develop effective strategies for identifying and rectifying them in your own writing. This involves a
combination of careful reading, analytical thinking, and sometimes, a fresh perspective.
Implementing these strategies can transform your sentences, making them clearer, more impactful,
and more professional.

Read Aloud for Rhythm and Flow

One of the most effective ways to catch parallelism errors is to read your writing aloud. When
sentences are grammatically parallel, they possess a natural rhythm and flow. If a sentence sounds
awkward, choppy, or unbalanced when read aloud, it's often a sign that a parallelism mistake has
occurred. Pay attention to any stumbling points or unexpected shifts in structure. This auditory
check can highlight inconsistencies that your eyes might overlook during silent reading. By listening
for the natural cadence of parallel structures, you can more easily detect jarring disruptions.

Break Down Complex Sentences

When faced with a long or complicated sentence, particularly one containing lists or comparisons,
break it down into its individual components. Identify the coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or)
and correlative conjunctions. Then, examine the grammatical form of the words, phrases, or clauses
that these conjunctions connect. Is a gerund connected to an infinitive? Is a noun phrase linked to a
prepositional phrase? By isolating these elements, you can more clearly see if they are
grammatically matched. This analytical approach helps to dissect the sentence and diagnose any
parallelism issues systematically.



Focus on the Conjunctions

Conjunctions are the bridges that connect parallel elements. Therefore, paying close attention to the
conjunctions in your sentences is a powerful strategy for identifying common parallelism mistakes.
When you see an "and," "but," or "or" connecting two or more items, mentally (or physically)
highlight them. Then, analyze the structure of each item. If you use correlative conjunctions like
"either...or," "neither...nor," or "not only...but also," ensure that the elements immediately following
each part of the conjunction are grammatically equivalent. This focus on the connecting words helps
pinpoint where the parallel structure might have broken down.

Review Your Lists Carefully

Lists are notoriously susceptible to parallelism errors. Whether the list is introduced by a colon, a
phrase, or embedded within a sentence, each item in the series must adhere to the same
grammatical pattern. When reviewing a list, check if all items are nouns, all are gerunds, all are
infinitives, or all are clauses, as dictated by the sentence's structure. For example, if the introduction
implies a list of verbs, ensure all listed items are verbs. A simple checklist approach for each item in
a list can be very effective in spotting these common parallelism mistakes.

Seek Feedback from Others

Sometimes, despite your best efforts, you might still miss certain common parallelism mistakes. This
is where seeking feedback from another reader can be invaluable. A fresh pair of eyes can often spot
awkward phrasing or structural imbalances that you've become accustomed to. Ask a trusted
colleague, friend, or editor to read your work specifically looking for clarity and flow. Their objective
perspective can help identify any remaining parallelism issues that need correction, ensuring your
writing is as polished as possible.

The Benefits of Polished Parallel Structure

The diligent effort invested in avoiding common parallelism mistakes yields significant benefits for
any piece of writing. A sentence that employs correct parallel structure is inherently clearer and
easier to understand. This clarity reduces the cognitive load on the reader, allowing them to focus on
the message rather than deciphering awkward grammar. Beyond mere understandability,
parallelism imbues writing with a pleasing rhythm and balance, making it more engaging and
memorable. Well-executed parallel structures can also lend an air of authority and sophistication to
your prose, enhancing your credibility as a writer. In persuasive writing, parallelism can powerfully
emphasize key points, making arguments more compelling. Ultimately, mastering parallelism
elevates your writing, ensuring your ideas are communicated with precision, elegance, and
maximum impact.



Conclusion: Reinforcing Parallelism in Your Writing

As we have explored throughout this comprehensive guide, understanding and avoiding common
parallelism mistakes is fundamental to producing clear, effective, and polished writing. From faulty
comparisons and mismatched parts of speech to inconsistent verb tenses and errors with correlative
conjunctions, these pitfalls can significantly detract from the quality of your message. By
implementing strategies such as reading aloud, breaking down complex sentences, focusing on
conjunctions, reviewing lists meticulously, and seeking feedback, you can systematically identify and
correct these errors. The consistent application of parallel structure not only enhances readability
and rhythm but also strengthens the persuasive power and overall impact of your prose. Therefore,
make a conscious effort to reinforce parallelism in all your writing endeavors, transforming potential
grammatical stumbling blocks into pillars of clarity and elegance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the most common parallelism mistake beginners
make?

The most common mistake is failing to use the same grammatical form for items in a series. For
example, 'He enjoys swimming, hiking, and to bike' is incorrect. It should be 'He enjoys swimming,
hiking, and biking."'

How can I identify parallelism errors in my writing?

Look for lists, comparisons, or correlative conjunctions (like 'either/or', 'neither/nor', 'not only/but
also'). Then, check if all the elements connected by these structures share the same grammatical
form (e.g., all nouns, all verbs in the same tense, all gerunds).

What's the difference between faulty parallelism and simply
poor sentence structure?

Faulty parallelism specifically refers to the inconsistent grammatical structure of items within a list
or comparison. Poor sentence structure can encompass a broader range of issues like unclear
pronoun references, awkward phrasing, or misplaced modifiers, even if parallelism isn't the core
problem.

Are there situations where strict parallelism isn't strictly
necessary?

While parallelism generally improves clarity and flow, some stylistic choices might intentionally
break strict parallelism for emphasis or a specific effect. However, for most academic and
professional writing, maintaining parallelism is crucial for readability.



How does using parallel structures with correlative
conjunctions work?

Correlative conjunctions (like 'not only... but also," 'either... or,’ 'both... and') connect two elements.
The key is to ensure that whatever follows 'not only' is grammatically parallel to what follows 'but
also,' and so on for other pairs. For example, 'She is not only intelligent but also charismatic'
(adjective and adjective).

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to common parallelism mistakes, each starting with
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1.

The Parallelism Predicament: Avoiding Choppy Sentences

This book delves into the common pitfalls that lead to
awkward and unbalanced sentence structures. It provides
clear explanations and numerous examples of how to identify
and correct faulty parallelism. Readers will learn to create
smooth, flowing prose by mastering this fundamental writing
skill. The focus is on making writing more impactful and
easier to understand.

2.

Balanced Brilliance: Mastering Parallel Structure

Discover the art of crafting elegant and effective sentences
through the power of parallel structure. This guide breaks
down complex grammatical concepts into easily digestible
lessons, offering practical strategies for improvement. It
showcases how consistent phrasing can enhance clarity,
rhythm, and persuasive force in your writing. Learn to elevate



your style and impress your readers.

3.

Grammar's Groove: The Rhythm of Parallelism

Explore the musicality of language and how parallel structure
contributes to its pleasing rhythm. This engaging book
explains the common errors that disrupt this natural flow,
such as mixed grammatical forms or illogical comparisons.
Through focused exercises and insightful analysis, you'll learn
to create sentences that are both grammatically sound and
aesthetically satisfying. Achieve a natural, compelling cadence
in your writing.

4.

Syntax Symphony: Conducting Your Sentences with
Parallelism

Think of your sentences as an orchestra, and parallelism as
the conductor's baton. This book guides you through the
intricacies of sentence construction, highlighting how
improper parallelism can lead to dissonance. It offers a toolkit
for identifying and rectifying errors in lists, comparisons, and
conjunctions. Learn to orchestrate your ideas with precision
and grace for maximum impact.

D.

The Unbalanced Word: Correcting Faulty Parallelism

This practical handbook addresses the everyday mistakes



writers make when using parallel structures. It focuses on
common offenders like "not only... but also," comparisons, and
lists that lack consistent form. With a clear, no-nonsense
approach, the book equips you with the tools to diagnose and
eliminate these errors, leading to more professional and
polished writing.

6.

Clarity Through Construction: A Guide to Parallelism

Achieving clarity in writing hinges on precise sentence
construction, and parallelism is key. This book explains how
inconsistent structures can obscure meaning and confuse
readers. It offers systematic methods for reviewing and
revising sentences to ensure parallel elements are consistently
formatted. Master this technique to make your message
unequivocally understood.

7.

Sentence Symmetries: Eliminating Parallelism Errors

Discover the beauty and power of symmetry in sentence design
by mastering parallel structure. This resource meticulously
outlines the various ways parallelism can go wrong, from
mismatched verb forms to inconsistent noun phrases. Through
a series of focused drills and explanatory examples, you will
gain the confidence to build sentences that are perfectly
balanced and logically sound.

8.

The Parallel Polish: Refining Your Writing with Consistent



Structure

Elevate your writing from good to exceptional by honing your
understanding of parallel structure. This guide targets
common errors that can detract from even the most brilliant
ideas. It provides actionable advice on how to ensure lists,
comparisons, and clauses maintain consistent grammatical
form. Achieve a polished and professional tone that reflects
the quality of your thought.

9.

Beyond the List: Advanced Parallelism for Impactful Prose

This book moves beyond basic list parallelism to explore its
more nuanced applications in creating powerful and
persuasive writing. It addresses complex sentence structures
and rhetorical devices where parallelism is crucial for impact.
Learn to avoid subtle errors that can undermine your message
and discover how consistent construction can amplify your
voice.
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