UNCLEAR PRONOUN REFERENCE

What causes unclear pronoun reference in a sentence, and how can a writer correct it?

What is pronoun reference?

When composing sentences, a writer must take care to choose pronouns that clearly refer to their antecedents. For example, in the following sentence the pronoun "her" refers clearly to its antecedent — the noun "woman."

The woman suddenly realized that her purse had been stolen.
How can unclear pronoun reference affect a sentence?

Sometimes, however, writers have trouble making the pronoun refer clearly to an antecedent. Consider the following sentence. 

Bob told Jim that he should mow the lawn on Saturday morning.
What is the antecedent of the pronoun "he"? This sentence is confusing because the writer has not clearly established whether "Bob" or "Jim" is the antecedent of the pronoun.

What are the most common errors in pronoun reference?

There are a number of potential ways that writers might cause confusion if they are careless with pronoun reference. The connection between a pronoun and its antecedent could be 

· Ambiguous: The pronoun could refer to more than one antecedent.

· Vague: The pronoun refers to a general idea, not to a specific noun.

· Weak: The pronoun refers to an unexpressed antecedent.

· Indefinite: The pronoun does not refer to a particular noun.

Note: blue links direct you to external web sites. These sites and their content are not controlled by SAS.

Note: blue links direct you to external web sites. These sites and their content are not controlled by SAS.

Site 1: Pronouns
· Select Pronoun Reference. Scroll down and read the Ambiguous Reference and Weak Reference sections. 

· Fill in the appropriate sections of Part 1.

Site 2: Pronoun Reference
· This site offers information about three types of unclear pronoun reference. Read the information in the first bullet point about ambiguous pronoun reference. 

· Read the information in the second bullet point about the vague pronouns this, that, which, and it.

· Read the information in the third bullet point about explicitly stated antecedents and the indefinite use of the pronouns them and they.

· Fill in the appropriate sections of Part 1 on the Respond sheet.

Part 1

Use the web sites to complete this section. 

In the space provided, write two examples of sentences that are confusing because they include ambiguous, vague, weak, or indefinite pronoun reference. Then give a brief explanation about one way that the problem in each could be corrected. 

http://instruct.uwo.ca/writing/wg/module5.htm
· Select Pronoun Reference. Scroll down and read the Ambiguous Reference and Weak Reference sections. 

· Fill in the appropriate sections of Part 1.

http://www.acadweb.wwu.edu/writingcenter/Handouts/Pronouns.htm#reference
This site offers information about three types of unclear pronoun reference. Read the information in the first bullet point about ambiguous pronoun reference. 

· Read the information in the second bullet point about the vague pronouns this, that, which, and it.

· Read the information in the third bullet point about explicitly stated antecedents and the indefinite use of the pronouns them and they.

· Fill in the appropriate sections of Part 1 on the Respond sheet.
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Part 2

For homework, use the space provided to correct the following sentences containing unclear pronoun reference. Also, identify the pronoun reference error (ambiguous, vague, weak, indefinite) that most closely indicates the reason that the sentence is unclear. In completing this homework assignment, you will be answering the Focus Question: What causes unclear pronoun reference in a sentence, and how can a writer correct it? 

1. Almost half of the students in the class failed to do the homework assignment last night, which is upsetting.

Pronoun reference error: 

 

2. On Elvis Presley's records, he sings many types of songs.

Pronoun reference error: 

3. In the bank robber's struggle with the security officer, his gun went off and the bullet hit the bank's window. 

Pronoun reference error: 

4. In the shopping mall they are offering extravagant, colorful displays to try to lure customers into the stores. 

Pronoun reference error: 

