SUBJECT-VERB AGREEMENT:  THE BASICS AND A FEW PROBLEMS
You can earn better grades in your writing if you understand the basics of subject-verb agreement and a few of the pitfalls often encountered with it.

I.  First, memorize the basics:
A.  A verb agrees with its subject in number.
B.  A verb that ends in s (or adds s) is singular.
1.  Our collie howls whenever the siren at the fire station goes off. (The 

                  singular verb howls agrees with the singular subject collie.  And the      

                  singular verb goes off agrees with the singular subject siren.)

2.  Leaves from the big oak tree are already beginning to fall.  (The plural helping verb are agrees with the plural subject leaves.)

Determining whether a verb ends in s matters only in third person, that is, when the writer’s subject is someone or something other than I or we (first person) or you (second person).  In addition, the s ending is usually a consideration only in present tense; the notable exception is the past tense be verbs was and were:

3.  A list of stolen items was posted on the bulletin board. (The past tense 

                              singular helping verb was agrees with the singular subject list.)

II.  Also, recognize some of the problems in making verbs and subjects agree:
A.  Words separating the subject and the verb should not affect agreement.  Often the subject and verb are separated by prepositional phrases.  Just remember that the subject of the sentence is never in a prepositional phrase.

1. An association of homeowners and developers plans to oppose any    further widening of the highway.  (The singular verb plans agrees 

with the singular subject association.)

B.  In an inverted sentence or in a question, make sure that the verb agrees with the subsequent subject.
      
 2.  There are a mare and three colts in the corral.  (The subject mare and
       three colts is plural, so the plural verb are is appropriate.)  
3.  Does each of the members have to pay annual dues?  (The singular 

               
       helping verb does agrees with the singular subject each.)

4.  In the forest beyond the meadow lie acres of prime timber.  (The subject of the plural verb lie is the plural subject acres.) 

C.  Make sure that verbs in relative clauses agree with the noun or pronoun that 

      which, who, or that refers to.

 5.  Few young couples can afford a house that sells for $400,000. 

(The relative pronoun that refers to the singular noun house, so the singular verb sells is appropriate here.)

Other considerations in subject-verb agreement are discussed in your handbook.  Consult this resource whenever questions about subject-verb agreement arise.
