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Grammar	  Checker	  
	  
	  
What	  does	  Grammar	  Checker	  do?	  
	  
Grammar	  Checker	   is	  an	  online	  tool	  for	  students	  of	  English	  who	  want	  to	  improve	  their	  
writing.	  It	  will	  help	  you	  correct	  and	  learn	  from	  mistakes	  when	  you	  write	  in	  English.	  	  	  
	  
Grammar	  Checker:	  
	  

-‐ Detects	  spelling	  errors	  (at	  level	  B1	  of	  the	  Common	  European	  Framework	  nearly	  
20%	   of	   errors	   are	   spelling	   errors).	   It	   provides	   feedback	   on	   thousands	   of	  
common	  spelling	  errors,	  explaining	  English	  spelling	  patterns	  and	  rules.	  
	  

-‐ Detects	   grammar	   and	   vocabulary	   errors.	   Again,	   in	   many	   cases	   it	   provides	  
feedback	  with	  examples,	  explaining	  the	  mistake	  and	  suggesting	  how	  to	  correct	  
it.	  
	  

-‐ Tells	  you	  which	  words	   in	  your	  text	  are	  often	  used	   incorrectly	  by	  students	  and	  
gives	   you	   the	   information	  which	  will	   help	   you	   decide	   if	   you	   have	   used	   them	  
correctly.	  
	  

-‐ Tells	   you	   if	   each	  word	   in	   your	   text	   is	   typically	   preceded	   and	   followed	   by	   the	  
words	   that	   precede	   and	   follow	   it	   in	   your	   text:	   at	   level	   B1	   of	   the	   Common	  
European	  Framework	  approximately	  45%	  of	  errors	  are	  found	  in	  pairs	  of	  words	  
that	   do	   not	   go	   together,	   for	   example	   listen	  music	   (which	   should	   be	   listen	   to	  
music)	  and	  food	  enough	  (which	  should	  be	  enough	  food).	  
	  

-‐ Helps	   enrich	   your	   writing.	   For	   example,	   if	   you	   want	   to	   describe	   nice	  
countryside,	   Grammar	   Checker	   tells	   you	   that	   the	   adjectives	   that	   typically	  
precede	   countryside	   include:	   open,	   beautiful,	   rolling,	   unspoilt,	   quiet,	   rugged,	  
picturesque	   etc.	   …	   It	   also	   tells	   you	   that	   on	   10%	   of	   occasions	   the	   word	   that	  
follows	  unspoilt	  is	  countryside:	  the	  phrase	  unspoilt	  countryside	  is	  often	  used	  in	  
newspapers,	  magazines,	  and	  books	  written	  in	  English.	  	  
	  

-‐ Helps	   you	   form	   longer	   phrases	   that	   sound	   fluent	   and	   natural.	   Imagine,	   for	  
example,	   that	   you	   are	   writing	   about	   a	   book	   that	   you	   enjoyed.	   Grammar	  
Checker	   shows	   you	   lots	   of	   common	   phrases	   including	  book;	   for	   example	   this	  
book	   is	   a	   must.	   If	   you	   then	   consult	   Grammar	   Checker’s	   database	   first	   for	  
adjectives	  that	  typically	  precede	  book,	   	  and	  then	  to	  see	  how	  a	  must	   is	  used	  in	  
longer	   phrases,	   soon	   you	   can	   have	   a	   sentence	   beginning	   like	   this:	   This	  
remarkable	  book	  is	  a	  must	  for	  anyone	  who	  	  …	  or	  this;	  This	  absorbing	  book	  is	  a	  
must	  for	  people	  who	  …	  



 2 

	  

What	  doesn’t	  Grammar	  Checker	  do?	  
	  
Grammar	   Checker	   does	   not	   automatically	   correct	   your	   writing	   and	   it	   does	   not	  
automatically	   enrich	   your	   writing.	   Instead,	  Grammar	   Checker	   gives	   you	   information	  
which	  enables	  you	  to	  correct	  and	  enrich	  your	  writing.	  It	  takes	  time	  to	  get	  the	  most	  out	  
of	   Grammar	   Checker,	   but	   the	   time	   you	   spend	   is	   time	   well	   spent	   because	   you	   are	  
learning	  how	  to	  say	  the	  things	  you	  want	  to	  say	  in	  correct,	  fluent	  English.	  
	  
At	  the	  moment,	  although	  it	  detects	  errors	  like	  this	  cakes	  (which	  should	  be	  these	  cakes),	  
Grammar	  Checker	  does	  not	  detect	  this	  nice	  cakes	  (which	  should	  be	  these	  nice	  cakes).	  
We	   aim	   to	   include	   a	   new	   filter	   to	   detect	   these	   3-‐word	   phrases	   (where	   about	   7%	  of	  
errors	  are	  found)	  during	  the	  summer	  of	  2016.	  Grammar	  Checker	  doesn’t	  detect	  some	  
verb	   tense	   mistakes	   (where	   about	   5%	   of	   errors	   are	   found).	   For	   example,	   in	   the	  
sentence	  Last	  week	   they	  played	   tennis	  and	   then	   they	  watch	  a	   film	   (which	   should	  be	  
Last	  week	   they	  played	   tennis	  and	   then	   they	  watched	  a	   film),	  Grammar	  Checker	   can’t	  
detect	  the	  mistake	  with	  watch.	  We	  intend	  to	  include	  a	  ‘verb	  buster’	  in	  late	  2016.	  
	  
Grammar	  Checker	  is	  not	  a	  finished	  product	  –	  and	  it	  never	  will	  be.	  But	  it	  is	  already	  very	  
useful	  and	  it	  becomes	  more	  powerful	  every	  month	  as	  we	  enrich	  its	  databases	  with	  new	  
feedback.	  	  
	  
We	   will	   shortly	   be	   opening	   a	   Facebook	   community	   for	   users	   of	   Grammar	   Checker	  
where	  you	  can	  tell	  us	  what	  you	  like	  and	  don’t	  like	  and	  improvements	  that	  you	  would	  
like	  made.	  	  
	  
On	   the	   following	   pages	  we	   explain	   in	  more	   detail	   how	   you	   can	   get	   the	   best	   out	   of	  
Grammar	  Checker.	  
	  

***** 



 3 

 
1. Grammar Checker looks like this: 
 

 
 
2. Once you have created your account and then entered your login details, and you 
have clicked on “Enviar” (which means “Send”), you will see this:  
 

 
 
 
3 Write your text in the “Enter your text” window. If this text (which contains several 
errors) is your text: 
 
These day the alarm clock didn’t work. I wake suddenly. I was late! The sun came into the 
bedroom. The sun was high, I was sure. I jumped out of the bed and ran to the kitchen. Oh, no! 
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There was no coffee. If I had do shoping, I’d have my breakfast before go to work. I was sure 
I was late! I turned on the radio while I was brushing my teeth. In this moment the speaker 
said: “Today is a wonderfull, sunny sunday.  
 
then the screen will look like this: 
 

 
 
 
4 Click on Start (towards the bottom right of the screen) and you will see this: 
 

 
 
 
5 As you can see, three words – shoping, wonderfull and sunday – are highlighted in 
yellow because they contain spelling mistakes.  If you click on one of these words – 
let’s say, shoping – you will see helpful feedback at the bottom of the screen: 
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There is feedback like this on several thousand of the most frequent spelling mistakes. 
Other spelling mistakes are highlighted in purple. By highlighting in purple, Grammar 
Checker simply points out that a word is very rare. In these cases, you should use a 
dictionary to find the correct spelling (www.wordreference.com is a useful online 
resource for this). Of course, it is possible that a word may be rare and yet not a 
mistake; many names, for example, will be highlighted in purple. 
 
 
6 If you click on Modify (just below your text towards the right), then you see this: 
 

 
 
 
 
7 You can correct the spellings – changing shoping to shopping, wonderfull to 
wonderful and sunday to Sunday – and then click on Check again. You will then see 
this: 
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Now no words are highlighted because all the words are correctly spelled words. 
 
 
8 Click on Next and you will see this:  
 
 

 
 
Two phrases – These day and In this moment – are highlighted in yellow. If you click on 
these, feedback explaining the error appears at the bottom of the screen; so, for 
example, if you click on These day you can see this at the bottom of the screen:  
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9 If you click on Modify you can correct the two phrases and then click on Next and 
you will see this: 
 

 
 
 
This filter, the Problem Words Filter, is rather different from the Spelling and Incorrect 
Sequences filters that you have seen so far. When those filters highlight a word or a 
phrase in your text, it is because that word or phrase does not often occur in correct 
English. However, the Problem Words filter highlights common English words simply 
because some students of English tend to make mistakes with them. (It even highlights 
the word the! Lots of students use the when they shouldn’t: it is 10% more frequent in 
the English that students of English write than in the English written by native speakers. 
For example, in I like the beer very much, the word the is only correct if some specific 
beer is meant – the beer served at a particular bar for example. But it is wrong if the 
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writer means that he likes beer in general. Lots of students write I like the beer very 
much when it would be better to write I like beer very much.) 
In this case Grammar Checker has found three problem words in the text – the, into and 
before. These words are listed at the bottom of the screen and before each word is a + 
sign. If you click on the + sign before the then you will see information about the word 
the that starts like this:  
 

 
 
 
 
10 If after reading the information about the – information about the common mistakes 
with this word and how to use it correctly – you think you might have made a mistake 
with the word, then you can click on “Find the occurrences of this problem word in the 
text” and you will see this:  
 

 
 
 
As you can see, Grammar Checker is now highlighting all the occurrences of the word 
the in the text.  
 
 
11 When you have made any changes, you can click on Next and you will see this:  
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Here two phrases – had do and before go – are highlighted in red. These phrases are 
highlighted because they do not occur or only occur very rarely in correct English: in 
general, 90% of phrases that Grammar Checker highlights in red like this contain errors.  
 
How can you discover if you have made mistakes and if so how to correct them? At the 
top of the screen you can see this:  
 
 

Check the most frequent words before and after: 
book

  
 
 
If you write the word had (which is the first word in the phrase had do – one of the 
phrases highlighted in red) in the text window: 
 
 

Check the most frequent words before and after: 
had

  
 
 

And click on the    symbol, then you will see this:  
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If you click on “2-grams”, you will see this: 
 

 
 
This is a list of the words that most commonly go immediately before (left hand 
column) and immediately after (right hand column) the word had. In this case we are 
interested in the words that follow had. We can see lots of verbs in their past participle 
form: been, come, gone, taken, made, become and – at the bottom – done. After had 
done we can see the number 2762. This means that in a huge corpus of 80 million words 
of correct English the phrase had done appears 2762 times; so it is very likely to be 
correct. The figure of 0.9% (immediately after the number 2762) means that done is the 
word that follows had in 0.9% of cases. 
 
If you click on Check the frequencies of the least frequent pairs of words (which is 
towards the bottom right of the screen) you will see this:  
 

 
 
Here you can see that the phrase had do only appears 3 times in this vast corpus of 80 
million words of correct English (it is correct in very rare phrases like “Those problems 
that his parents had do not seem problems to John”). If we look more closely at the 
information about had do: 
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We can see that the phrase had do appears 3 times in the corpus. The word had appears 
383,011 times, and the word do appears 117,555 times. That is, of the 80 million words 
in the corpus, 383,011 are the word had and 117,555 are the word do. Both had and do 
are very common words. Indeed, they are so common that if there were no grammar 
rules and words simply occurred in any order in text, we would expect the phrase had 
do to appear about 475 times in a corpus of 80 million words. But, as we have seen, the 
phrase had do does not appear 475 times; it only appears 3 times. The final number 0.01 
is the ratio of the number of times had do does appear (3) and the number of times, 
given the frequency of had and do, we would expect had do to appear if there were no 
grammar rules and words simply occurred in any order in text (475); 3 divided by 475 is 
approximately 0.01.  
 
This final number (0.01 in this case) is an indication of the degree to which the two 
words are attracted to each other. A number higher than 1 suggests that the two words 
have a tendency to be used together in correct English; the more they tend to occur 
together, the higher the number. A number below 1 suggests the opposite: that these 
words do not commonly occur together in correct English; and the greater the degree of 
repulsion, the lower the number will be. So in the case of had do the very low number 
(0.01) shows that the phrase is very unusual – these words do not normally go together. 
This does not mean it is always wrong; the fact that it appears 3 times suggests that 
perhaps sometimes it is correct. But, as we have seen, there are severe limitations on 
how it may be used (the phrase had do only occurs in very rare phrases like “Those 
problems that his parents had do not seem problems to John”). In this case, had do 
should be corrected to had done.   
 
What about the other phrase highlighted in red – before go? Is that a mistake? And if so, 
how should it be corrected? If, following the same procedure with before that we 
followed with had, we look at the words that most frequently precede and follow 
before: 
 

Check the most frequent words before and after: 
before

  
 
we see a list that starts like this: 
 



 12 

 
 
We are interested in the words that frequently follow before and here with 575 
occurrences in the corpus of correct English we find before going. (Further down the list 
are lots of other verbs ending in –ing and no verbs with other endings: verbs that go 
immediately after before should end in –ing).  
 
 
 
When you click on Check the frequencies of the least frequent pairs of words, you can 
see another option at the bottom of the screen: I’m not afraid. I want it all: 
 

 
 
 
If you click on I’m not afraid. I want it all then you will see a list that starts like this:  
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                                                                                  …. 
 
This information continues in the same way, giving information about every pair of 
words in your text. So, for example, we can see that since alarm and clock are not very 
common words, there would only be a very small chance (0.05) of them occurring 
together if words were distributed at random rather than in accordance with the rules of 
grammar. But in fact they occur together 100 times. The high figure of 1999.96 (much, 
much higher than 1) shows that these words go together very well. Grammar Checker is 
very useful for telling you what is correct in your writing as well as what is not correct! 
 
When we entered the Pairs Filter we saw this: 
 
 

 
 
 
Two phrases – had do and before go – were highlighted in red, and we said that 90% of 
phrases that Grammar Checker highlights in red like this contain errors. If you click on:  
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which is in on the right-hand side of screen, you will see this:  
 

 
 
It so happens that no phrases in this text are highlighted in orange. When phrases are 
highlighted in orange there is a good chance that they are wrong: 70% of the phrases 
that Grammar Checker highlights in orange contain errors. Again, you can use the  
 

Check the most frequent words before and after: 
book

  
 
resource, as well as your dictionaries and grammar books to decide if you have made a 
mistake or not.  
 
If you click on:  
 

 
 
then you will see this: 
 

 
 
Here one phrase – speaker said – is highlighted in yellow. About 50% of the phrases 
that Grammar Checker highlights in yellow contain errors. In this case, there is no error: 
the phrase is correct. But if you were not sure, how could you find out for yourself if 
there was a mistake or not? If we look at the words that frequently go before said we 
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find lots of nouns like: spokesman, doctor, mother, man, voice etc.  which suggest that 
speaker said is correct. Moreover if you go to: 
 
http://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/ 
 
and click on Enter, you will see this: 
 

 
 
Activate KWIC:  
 

 
 
and put the phrase speaker said in the text window: 
 

 
 
and then click on  
 

 
 
You will then see this: 
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These are the 13 examples in context of the phrase speaker said in the British National 
Corpus (BNC) which is a large corpus of 100 million words of English. The only 
problem with using the BNC in this way is that it does contain some (10%) spoken 
language which sometimes contains usage which would be inappropriate in written 
English. But if you click on the letters and numbers to the left (CKC for example) you 
will discover that the example to its right occurs in a book called Santorini by 
Alistair MacLean and published by Fontana Press, in 1987. If a phrase occurs in several 
published books, newspapers or magazines it is very likely to be correct. 
You could also check whether speaker said is an error by using WebCorp at 
http://www.webcorp.org.uk/ 
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Type or paste speaker said into the 'search’ box and then open ‘Advanced Options’ and, 
for example, click on 'UK Broadsheet newspapers' (that means the quality British 
newspapers like The Times, The Telegraph ...). Select One concordance line per web 
site; that way you avoid too much repetition. Then scroll down to the bottom and click 
on 'Search'. When you get the results you can then click on them and see the newspaper 
articles in which the phrase was used and you can study the context.  
The domain 'UK Broadsheet Newspapers' is huge but you can of course add other 
domains too. Other good domains for this purpose are Tabloid newspapers, the BBC, 
British academic, and Wikipedia. If you are writing in American English you will 
probably prefer US newspapers, US academic and Wikipedia. Because they are 
published writing, the quality is high enough too. 
In this case you will find examples of the phrase used by different writers in published 
materials: 

 
In general, if you can find your phrase used by three different writers in the way you 
want to use it, you can be confident that it is correct. 
In short, Webcorp enables you to use portions of the WWW as a vast, vast corpus ... 
There is also a lot of incorrect English on the WWW - that's why Webcorp is better than 
Google for this purpose; it allows you to select domains. It is so large that you can often 
find a phrase of 4 or 5 words used by several writers in a way that confirms it is correct. 
 
Building correct phrases 
We saw earlier how useful the  

Check the most frequent words before and after: 
book

  
resource is. You can also put two or three or four words into the text window; you can 
write the book or had been (instead of just book or had) or any other three- or four-word 
phrase and discover which common words commonly precede and follow it: 
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If you insert the phrase had been for example and click on “3-grams” you will see lists 
of three word-phrases which start like this:  
 
 

 
 
 
Sometimes these lists are very long. If you want to search for a word quickly you can 
use the CTRL + F function: if you press CTRL and F on your keyboard simultaneously 
you can see this: 
 

 
 
in the top right-hand corner of the screen. You can insert a word that you are interested 
in this text window. For example, you can write drive:  
 

 
 
and you will see that the form of the verb drive used after had been is driven. If you 
want to include the phrase had been driven in your text you may want to see what words 
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commonly precede and follow this phrase. If you put had been driven into the text 
window and click on “4-grams”, you will see this:  

 
You can learn a great deal about how to combine words in this way.  
The “5-gram” button is especially useful because it shows you which five-word phrases 
are common in correct English. We recommend that you experiment with this “5-gram” 
button: if you know you want to include a word or short phrase in your writing, see 
which five-word phrases it commonly appears in.  
 
Conclusion 
Used carefully and conscientiously, Grammar Checker: 

- helps find about 80% of the mistakes in lower-intermediate and intermediate 
level students’ writing.  

- tells you which words and phrases in your text are commonly used in correct 
English. 

- teaches by explaining the rules and patterns of correct English. 
- helps you enrich your text by showing you the phrases that good writers use. 

 
Which mistakes can’t Grammar Checker detect? The most important mistakes that 
Grammar Checker can’t detect are verb tense mistakes. For example, in the sentence 
Yesterday I went to Madrid and I go to the Prado (which should be Yesterday I went to 
Madrid and I went to the Prado) Grammar Checker can’t detect the mistake with go. 
We recommend that you find all the verbs in your text and check that they are in the 
right tense (and also that they have a subject and are conjugated correctly). 
 
We are constantly enriching Grammar Checker’s filters so that it is more powerful and 
detects more errors.  
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Grammar Checker does not find all the mistakes in your writing and it does not translate 
incorrect English into correct English. But it does give you a great deal of valuable 
information about the words you use and the way you combine them that you often 
cannot get from a teacher or from a book. If you take time to use Grammar Checker’s 
resources you can learn a great deal about your English – about what you do well and 
about how you can get even better.  
 


