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Abstract 

     Learning proper grammar and usage rules for the English language can be a complex 

and confusing task which can often end in frustration. Learning about modifiers, 

especially if you are out of school or struggling in school, is often a source of that 

frustration.  In English sentences, many dangling modifiers occur at the beginning of 

sentences - often as introductory clauses or phrases, but can also appear at the end.  A 

dangling modifier is a phrase or clause that modifies a word not clearly stated in the 

sentence, or that does not connect grammatically with what it is intended to modify. 

Dangling modifiers can make the meaning of the sentence unclear, so they should be 

avoided. In this paper, the meaning of dangling modifiers is being discussed. Besides, 

the researcher has presented the markers through which these/such modifiers can be 

recognized by learners of English. To make the presentation even more exhaustive, the 

researcher has offered corrections of dangling modifiers.  

1. Introduction 

        The English language is one of the most fascinating subjects that we 

can investigate, and those of us who speak and write English can find 

pleasure in seeking to understand its various aspects. Although the English 

language is flexible and continually changing, it is possible to follow 

certain principles and to observe certain characteristics of usage which can 

make grammar a relatively exact study and one which can widen the scope 

of the individual in a satisfying way. Knowledge of Standard English and 

its acceptable forms is basic to the education of all college students. 

Learning a grammatical term is an essential step toward understanding 

what is correct and what is incorrect in speech and writing. 

      The dangling modifier is one of the most insidious and confusion-

causing problems in the English language. A dangling modifier is a word or 

phrase that modifies a word not clearly stated in the sentence. A modifier 

describes, clarifies, or gives more detail about a concept. 

2. Modifiers 

       Modifiers are important elements of writing, describing and qualifying 

another word to craftily change its meaning.  As such, they are often 

employed across many pieces of writing to stellar results.  Unfortunately, 

they are also misused in a huge way. A modifier must always have a word 

to modify. This fact seems almost too obvious to warrant discussion. And 
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yet we frequently see sentences similar in construction to this one: 

"Hearing a number of entertaining stories, our visit was thoroughly 

enjoyable". "Hearing a number of entertaining stories", is a modifying 

phrase. But where in the sentence is there a word for it to modify? 

Certainly the phrase cannot logically modify visit: it was not our visit that 

heard a number of entertaining stories. Who did hear the stories? We did. 

Since, however, the word (we) does not appear in the sentence for the 

phrase to modify, the phrase is said to "dangle" (Overby, 1990:185). 

 

3. Dangling Modifier 

      According  to McArthur, Tom (1992:352-353), a dangling modifier is a 

specific case of which is the dangling participle is an error in sentence 

structure whereby a grammatical modifier is associated with a word other 

than the one intended, or with no particular word at all. For example, a 

writer may have meant to modify the subject, but word order makes the 

modifier seem to modify an object instead. Such ambiguities can lead to 

unintentional humour or difficulty in understanding a sentence. 

     The dangling modifier is one of the most insidious and confusion-

causing problems in the English language. Dangling modifiers usually 

occur when a group of words (most often a verbal phrase) is not clearly 

connected to the word it modifies. When the modifier occurs at the 

beginning of the sentence, readers usually expect it to modify the subject of 

the sentence. When it does not logically do that, the modifier is said to 

dangle. A dangling modifier can change the intended meaning of the 

sentence dramatically, which makes readers have to slow down in order to 

sort out the meaning. The dangling modifier also sometimes creates strange 

images in readers’ minds (Azar, 1999:87). 

     A typical example of a dangling modifier is illustrated in the sentence 

"Turning the corner, a handsome school building appeared" (Merriam 

Webster, 1995:315). The modifying clause Turning the corner is clearly 

supposed to describe the behaviour of the narrator (or other observer), but 

grammatically it appears to apply to nothing in particular, or to the school 

building. Similarly, in the sentence "At the age of eight, my family finally 

bought a dog", the modifier "At the age of eight "dangles" in mid-air, 

attaching to no named person or thing (Wilson and Glazier, 2008:134). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammatical_modifier
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subject_(grammar)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Object_(grammar)
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       Dangling modifiers are so called because they are modifiers (usually 

adjectives) that do not obviously and logically refer to a word or phrase in 

the sentence, or to a noun or pronoun in the form that it appears in the 

sentence (Al-Hamash and Abdulla, 1966:95-96); To illustrate consider the 

following examples: 
 

1. Arriving home exhausted, a beer and bed were the only things on 

his mind. 
 

2. Having flunked two tests, the best option was to drop the class. 
 

3. Forced to leave the country, exile was Marsha's fate for the next 

seven years. 
 

4. The evening was fun, playing video games and listening to rap. 

 

     Grammatically speaking, the dangling modifiers in the examples above 

are non-finite verb clauses. 

    Dangling modifiers are often found at the beginnings of sentences (as is 

the case of the first three examples above), and they are most often phrases 

that begin with verbals (true of all these examples). Since verbals have their 

roots in verbs, they lull language users into assuming they are functioning 

in these sentences as verbs, which is not the case.  Theodore, M. 

(1985:128) describes, a dangling modifier as a phrase or a clause that is not 

clearly and logically related to the word or words it modifies (i.e. is placed 

next to). 

 Concerning dangling modifiers, consider the following notes: 

 Unlike a misplaced modifier, a dangling modifier cannot be 

corrected by simply moving it to a different place in a sentence. 

 In most cases, the dangling modifier appears at the beginning of the 

sentence, although it can also come at the end.  

     Sometimes the dangling modifier error occurs because the sentence fails 

to specify anything to which the modifier can refer (ibid: 129-130), e.g.:    

5.   Looking toward the west, a funnel shaped cloud stirred up dust. 

          Dangling modifier 

     This sentence does not specify who is looking toward the west.  In fact, 

there is nothing at all in the sentence to which the modifying phrase 
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"looking toward the west" can logically refer.  Since the modifier, 

"looking toward the west", is sitting next to the funnel shaped cloud, the 

sentence suggests that the cloud is doing the looking.   

 6.    When nine years old, my mother enrolled in medical school. 

             Dangling modifier 

   This sentence means that my mother enrolled in medical school when she 

was nine years old! 

     At other times the dangling modifier is placed next to the wrong noun or 

noun substitute, e.g.:   

7.    Walking to the movies, the cloud burst drenched jim. 

           Dangling modifier 

      Because of the placement of walking to the movies, this sentence 

suggests that the cloudburst is walking to the movies even though a 

possible walker - Jim - is mentioned later (ibid: 131). 

8.    Having fixed the night before, Priscilla could use the car. 

           Dangling modifier 

     Since having been fixed the night before is placed next to Priscilla, the 

sentence means that Priscilla was fixed the night before.    

     As the above examples show, dangling modifiers result in inaccurate 

and sometimes ludicrous statements (ibid: 132). 

    

4. Recognizing Dangling Modifiers 

    It is important that you recognize dangling modifiers when you see them. 

Such modifiers usually appear as two types of constructions – as verbal 

phrases and as elliptical clauses (is a dependent clause in which the subject 

and/or verb are omitted) (Overby, 1990:143-144): 

 

9.   Hearing a number of entertaining stories, our visit was 

thoroughly enjoyable.  [Dangling participial phrase] 
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10.   On entering the room, refreshments were being served.  

[Dangling gerund phrase] 

  

11.    To play tennis well, the racket must be held properly.   

[Dangling infinitive phrase] 

 

12.     When only three years old, my father took me to a circus.   

[Dangling elliptical phrase] 

 

     In each of the examples given above, the dangling modifier stands at the 

beginning of the sentence. If the modifier were not dangling-that is, if it 

were correctly used-it would be related to the subject of the sentence. In 

none of these sentences, however, can the introductory modifier logically 

refer to the subject. If the error is not immediately apparent, try placing the 

modifier just after the subject. The dangling nature of the modifier becomes 

easily recognizable because of the illogical meaning which results when 

you say, "Our visit, hearing a number of entertaining stories, was 

thoroughly enjoyable", or "Refreshments, on entering the room, were 

served ". 
 

    Dangling modifiers frequently appear at the end as well as at the 

beginning of sentences. The participial phrase dangles in the sentence "The 

dog had only one eye, caused by an accident ". 

 

     At this point an exception to the rules governing the recognition of 

dangling modifiers should be noted: some introductory verbal phrases are 

general or summarizing expressions and therefore need not refer to the 

subject which follows (ibid: 144-145): 

 

 13.   Correct: Generally speaking, the boys' themes were more 

interesting than the girls'. 

 

  14.  Correct: To sum up, our vacation was a disaster from start to finish. 

 

 

 
  

5. Correcting Dangling Modifiers 

  Dangling modifiers may be corrected in two general ways (Martin and 
McChesney, 1977:190): 
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5.1 First Correction Method  

1. Leave the modifier as it is.  

2. Change the main part of the sentence so that it begins with the term 

actually modified.    

3. This change will put the modifier next to the term it modifies.  

  Thus, this dangling modifier:   

    15. Looking toward the west, a funnel shaped cloud stirred up dust. 

           Dangling modifier 

  May be corrected to: 

     16. Looking toward the west, I saw a funnel shaped cloud stir up dust. 

  Now the sentence means that I was looking toward the west.  

  Using the same method, this dangling modifier: 

    17. Walking to the movies, the cloud burst drenched Jim. 

             Dangling modifier 

  May be corrected to:  

    18. Walking to the movies, Jim was drenched by the cloud burst. 

  Now the sentence means that Jim was drenched by the cloudburst.    

 5.2 Second Correction Method  

1. Change the dangling modifier phrase to a subordinate clause, creating 

a subject and verb.  

2. Leave the rest of the sentence as it is.  

Thus, the dangling modifier:  

  19. When nine years old, my mother enrolled in medical school. 

             Dangling modifier 
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May be corrected to: 

   20.  When I was nine years old, my mother enrolled in medical school. 

             Subject      Verb  

     Now the sentence means that I  (not my mother!) was nine years old when 

my mother enrolled in medical school.  

 

Using the same method, the dangling modifier 

 21. Having been fixed the night before, Priscilla could use the car. 

              Dangling modifier 

May be corrected to:   

 22. Since the car had been fixed the night before, Priscilla could use it. 

                 subject 

  Now the sentence means that the car (not Priscilla!) was fixed. 

6. Types of Dangling Modifier 

    There are four types of dangling modifiers, depending on the variety of 

modifier being used. A modifier can contain (Clara, 1982:188): 

1.  A participle phrase. 

2.  A preposition followed by a second phrase. 

3.  An infinitive phrase. 

4.  An elliptical phrase. 

6.1 Dangling Participle Phrase 

                                               Participle 
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   - ed                                           - ing              perfect participle (having + 

V3) 

 

23. Unclear: Running along the riverside, the street lamp came on. 

24. Clear: When I was running along the riverside, the street lamp came  

on. 

25. Clear: Running along the riverside, I saw the street lamp come on. 

26. Clear: Running along the riverside, I saw the street lamp coming on. 

    A participle phrase followed by a passive verb is also apt to be a dangler 

because the real actor of the sentence will be disguised (ibid: 189). 

27. Unclear: Changing the oil every 3.000 miles, the car was kept in 

excellent condition. 

28. Clear: Changing the oil every 3.000 miles, I keep the car in excellent 

condition. 

29. Unclear: Ransacking the attic, the antique wedding dress was at last 

discovered by the young widow. 

30. Clear: Ransacking the attic, the young widow at last discovered the 

antique wedding dress. 

31. Unclear: The evening passed contentedly, reading and listening to 

music. 

32. Clear: We passed the evening contentedly, reading and listening to 

music. 

6.2 A Preposition Followed by a Second Phrase 

 Dangling phrase containing preposition + Gerund 

33. Unclear: When travelling, my passport is in my inside pocket. 
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34. Clear: When I was travelling, my passport is in my inside pocket. 

35. Unclear: After looking out for the window for hours, the storm 

passed. 

36. Clear: After looking out for the window for hours, I saw the storm 

had passed. 

37. Clear: After I had looked out for the window for hours, the storm 

passed (ibid: 190). 

 

6.3 Dangling Infinitive Phrase 

    The infinitive phrase should probably modify the person(s) who does 

something (ibid: 191): 

38. Unclear: To wash the car, soap and water is needed. 

39. Clear: To wash the car, you need soap and water. 

40. Unclear: To be successful students, good study habits need to be 

developed. 

41. Clear: To be successful students, we need to develop good study 

habits. 

6.4 Elliptical Clause 

      An elliptical clause is one in which the subject or verb is implied rather 

than stated. The subject of the main clause or else it is dangling (ibid: 191): 

42. Unclear: Drinking a cup of coffee, the cat leaped on the table. 

43. Clear: Drinking a cup of coffee, I saw the cat leap on the table. 

7. Differences Between Dangling and Misplaced Modifiers  
 

   Dangling Modifiers are phrases that begin sentence and simply dangle 

there with no clear subject.  

Examples: 

 



AL-USTATH                                                                                                                                                                                             No 502   Volume  Two   2013  AD, 1434    AH  

716 

 

44. While hiking along with our camping gear, a bear crossed our 

path.  

45. Having enjoyed the movie, it was late and time to go home.  

46. To do well in any endeavor, determination is necessary.  

 

      The subject is not clear in any of the sample sentences. In the first 

sentence, the bear seems to be the subject, but bears are not known for hiking 

along anyone’s camping gear. In the second, the reader is not told who 

enjoyed the movie; it certainly wasn’t “it".  In the third example, it is not 

clear who must be determined.  

 

Corrections: 

 

47. While hiking along with our camping gear, we saw a bear cross 

our path.  

 

48. Having enjoyed the movie, we realized it was late and time to go 

home.  

49. To do well in any endeavor, people must possess determination. 

  

    Misplaced modifiers are phrases that are out of place, and, as a result, are 

modifying the wrong subject (Carillo, 2003:70):  

Examples: 

 

 

50. She left the 19th century bench to be sold at auction with the 

antique dealer. 

  

51. The general spoke to the troops who had survived the attack with 

apparent emotion. 

  

52. The farmers in the Midwest almost harvested 20 million bushels of 

wheat last year.  

 

       In the first sentence, it sounds as if the bench and the dealer are going to 

be sold together. In the second, it sounds as if the “apparent emotion” of the 

troops enabled them to survive the attack. Finally, in the last example, it 
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seems as though the dairy farmers, instead of harvesting wheat that totaled 20 

million bushels, did not harvest any wheat at all.   

Corrections: 

 

53. She left the 19th century bench with the antique dealer to be sold at 

auction. 

   

54. The general, with apparent emotion, spoke to the troops who had 

survived the attack. 

  

55. The farmers in the Midwest harvest almost 20 million bushels of 

wheat last year.  

     Dangling modifiers have four types (dangling participle phrase, 

preposition followed by a second phrase, dangling infinitive phrase, and 

elliptical clause). Misplaced modifiers generally take one of the following 

forms (Carol, 1994:95):  

1. As Single Word Modifier 
 

   You must be careful about where you put limiting modifiers. Words such as 

“hardly, only, almost, just, merely, even, nearly, barely, simply, etc”. 

 

56. Unclear: Mary only misses me. 

57. Clear: Mary missed only me. 

 

2. As Prepositional Phrase 
 

     The most common type of phrase modifiers is the prepositional phrase, 

but when a phrase is misplaced, it can cause confusion. 
 

58. Unclear: Mary bought a book from a boy with a lot of pages. 

59. Clear: Mary bought a book with a lot of pages from a boy. 

 
 

3. Misplaced Clause Modifiers 

    

     A misplaced modifier happens when a relative clause or phrase is too far 

from the word it modifies. 
 

60. Unclear: Mary put the hat on her head that she bought from Japan. 
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61. Clear: Mary put the hat that she bought from Japan on her head. 

 

 

4. Non-Finite Clause (ed-participle, ing-participle, to-infinitive) 
 

62. Unclear: A boy was hit by a truck running across the road. 

63. Clear: A boy running across the road was hit by a truck. 

 

 

5. Adverbial Clause  
 

64. Unclear: Mary met her mother when she was playing cards. 

65. Clear: When Mary was playing cards, she met her mother. 

 

6. Split Infinitive 
 

    A word or phrase placed in a position so that it modifies either a 

preceding word or the word after it. Avoid placing long, disruptive modifiers 

between the “To” and the verb of an infinitive and a long adverb between 

“Subject” and “Verb” can be difficult and confusing.  An infinitive is not 

considered a verb, but a phrase. 

 

66. Unclear: Kuwait, after the Gulf war ended in 1991, began returning 

to normal. 

 

67. Clear: After the Gulf war ended in 1991, Kuwait began returning 

to normal. 
 

 

     A dangling modifier could be corrected in two ways as mentioned before. 

Sara, B., Young (1982:160-161) suggests that, misplaced modifiers could be 

corrected in three simple steps:  
 

1. Find the modifier. 

2. Identify what word the modifier was intended to modify. 

3. Place the modifier as close as possible to the word, phrase, or clause 

it is supposed to describe. 
 

 

68. INCORRECT: The store sold inflatable children’s toys. 

    STEP 1: The modifier is inflatable. 
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  STEP 2: The modifier, inflatable, is closest to the word children. Thus, 

the sentence reads as though the children are inflatable, instead 

of the toys. 
 

     STEP 3: In order to correct the misplaced modifier, toys and inflatable 

must be moved closer together. 

 

After following the three steps above, the example is corrected as: 

69. CORRECT: The store sold inflatable toys for children. 

 

 MODI 

F 

CONCLUSION 

    It is no longer surprising to find modifiers used in a bad manner. Whether 

dangling or misplaced, they muddy up the sentence, potentially creating 

confusion and changing its meaning. As mentioned before, a dangler 

modifier describes a particular object that is not in the sentence at all. In 

conclusion, in order to avoid the confusion generated by misplaced or 

dangling modifiers, whenever writers have a word, phrase, or clause that is 

modifying (saying something about) another word, phrase, or clause, they 

should place the modifier as close as possible to whatever it is intended to 

modify. If you suspect a sentence of having a dangling modifier, check it by 

inserting the nearest noun into the modifier and turning it into a complete 

sentence. If the result is logical and true, the modifier is most likely properly 

placed. If the result does not create a logical meaning, the modifier is likely 

dangling. It is very important to know how to recognize and correct dangling 

modifiers. 
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 الواصفـات المتهدلـة فــي المغة الانكميزية
 احمد عادل نوري جمعه
 قسم المغة الانكميزية

 جامعة ديالى –كمية التربية لمعموم الإنسانية 
 المستخمـص

بفكة وو  تنتهة  بكةك  أحيانةامربكةة و عةعبة و  عمميةةكةون غالبةا  مةا تتعمم قواعد و استخدامات المغة الانكميزيةة  إن
فات ، و بةةةا خذ إكا كنةةةت خةةةارج أو داخةةة  المدرسةةةة لةةة  بحةةةد كاتهةةةا عمميةةةة مربكةةةةو الك يةةةر مةةةن الةةةتعمم عةةةن الواعةةة

تأت  ف  بداية الجمة  غالبةا  مةا تكةون عمة  كةك  جمة  أو عبةارات ، و  الواعفات المتهدلة ف  جم  المغة الانكميزية
تهد  لو عبارة عن جممة أو عبارة تقوم بوعف كممة غير أيضا  يمكنها إن تظهر ف  نهاية الجم و إن الواعف الم

واضحة ف  الجممة أو لا تتع  قواعديا  عم  مةا تنةوو وعةفيو يمكةن لمواعةفات المتهدلةة تجعة  معنة  الجممةة غيةر 
واضةةل لةةكا يجةةه تجنبهةةا قةةدر اهمكةةانو فةة  لةةكا البحةةث تمةةت مناقكةةة معنةة  الواعةةفات المتهدلةةة باهضةةافة إلةة  إن 

لطريقة الت  يمكن لدارس  المغة الانكميزية تميز لكا النوع من الواعةفات و لجعة  لةكا البحةث أك ةر الباحث كخذ ا
 فائدة قام الباحث بتوفير طرق تعحيل ا خطاء الت  تحد ها الواعفات المتهدلةو

 

http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=2yJusP0vrdgC&pg=PA315

