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Subject-verb agreement is a fundamental aspect of English grammar that ensures sentences are grammatically
correct and easily understandable. When dealing with compound subjects joined by coordinating conjunctions
such as "or" or "nor," the rules for subject-verb agreement can become a bit more complex. Specifically, the
verb must agree with the subject closest to it, whether it is singular or plural. Understanding this rule is
essential for writing clear, accurate sentences, especially in formal writing, essays, and professional
communication.

In this comprehensive guide, we will explore the subject-verb agreement rules that apply when a singular and a
plural subject are joined by "or" or "nor", provide examples, common mistakes to avoid, and practical tips to
master this grammatical concept.

---

Understanding Subject-Verb Agreement

Before diving into the specifics of subjects joined by "or" and "nor," it is important to understand the basic
principles of subject-verb agreement.

Basic Principles of Subject-Verb Agreement

- The subject and the verb must agree in number (singular or plural).
- Singular subjects take singular verbs.
- Plural subjects take plural verbs.
- When two subjects are joined by "and," the verb is usually plural.
- When two subjects are joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees with the closest subject.

---

Subject-verb Agreement with "Or" and "Nor": The Rules

The rules governing subject-verb agreement with "or" and "nor" are specific and depend on the nature of the
subjects involved.

The Basic Rule

When a compound subject is joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees with the nearest subject to the verb.

Example:

- Either the teacher or the students are responsible for the mistake.
- Neither the manager nor the employees know about the incident.

Explanation:



In the first sentence, "students" is plural and is closest to the verb, so the verb "are" is plural. In the second,
"employees" is plural and closest, so "know" is plural.

---

Singular and Plural Subjects Joined by "Or" / "Nor"

- If both subjects connected by "or"/"nor" are singular, the verb is singular.

Example:
- Either the book or the pen belongs to me.

- If both subjects are plural, the verb is plural.

Example:
- Neither the cats nor the dogs are outside.

- If one subject is singular and the other is plural, the verb agrees with the nearest subject.

Examples:

- Either the manager or the employees are responsible for the delay.
- Neither the students nor the teacher knows the answer.

Note:
Always identify the subject closest to the verb to determine whether it should be singular or plural.

---

Special Cases and Considerations

While the basic rules are straightforward, some special cases and nuances can influence the correct choice of
verb.

Subjects Joined by "Or" / "Nor" with Different Numbers

- When one subject is singular and the other is plural, the verb should agree with the nearest subject.

Examples:

- Neither the manager nor the employees are responsible.
- Either the teacher or the students have submitted their assignments.

Tip: Always look at the closest subject to decide on the verb form.

Indefinite Pronouns and Compound Subjects

- When indefinite pronouns like "everyone," "anyone," "someone," "each," etc., are involved, treat the subject as
singular.

Example:



- Either everyone or the manager is responsible.

- When combining singular and plural nouns with "or" or "nor," the same rule applies—verb agrees with the
closest subject.

---

Practical Examples of Subject-verb Agreement with "Or" / "Nor"

Understanding through examples helps solidify the rule.

Examples with Singular Subjects

1. Either the cat or the dog is responsible for the mess.
2. Neither the book nor the notebook belongs to me.
3. Either the doctor or the nurse is available.

Examples with Plural Subjects

1. Neither the students nor the teachers are in the classroom.
2. Either the cars or the bicycles are parked outside.
3. Neither the players nor the coach has arrived yet.

Mixed Number Subjects

1. Either the manager or the employees are responsible for the mistake.
2. Neither the pen nor the papers are on the desk.
3. Either the committee or the members have made the decision.

---

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Even experienced writers sometimes make mistakes with subject-verb agreement in sentences with "or" or "nor."
Here are some common errors and tips to avoid them.

Common Mistakes

- Using a plural verb with a singular subject:
Incorrect: Neither the teacher nor the students was present.
Correct: Neither the teacher nor the students were present.

- Ignoring the closest subject rule:
Incorrect: The manager or the employees are responsible. (Assuming "manager" is singular and "employees" is
plural, but the closest is "employees," so the verb should be "are.")
Correct: The manager or the employees are responsible.



- Confusing "or" with "and":
Remember, "and" usually takes a plural verb, regardless of the number of individual subjects.

Tips to Avoid Mistakes

- Always identify the nearest subject to the verb.
- Determine whether each subject is singular or plural before choosing the verb.
- When in doubt, rephrase the sentence to make the subject clearer.
- Use consistent subject-verb agreement to maintain clarity.

---

Summary and Key Takeaways

- When a compound subject is joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees with the nearest subject.
- If both subjects are singular, the verb is singular.
- If both are plural, the verb is plural.
- When one is singular and the other is plural, the verb agrees with the closest subject.
- Always pay attention to the number of the subject closest to the verb to ensure grammatical correctness.
- Be cautious with indefinite pronouns and complex sentences to avoid common mistakes.

---

Conclusion

Mastering the subject-verb agreement rules involving "or" and "nor" is essential for clear and grammatically
correct writing. By understanding that the verb should agree with the nearest subject, writers can effectively
navigate complex sentences and avoid common errors. Practice analyzing sentences carefully, identify the
number of each subject, and apply the rules consistently. With diligent application, these grammatical principles
will become second nature, enhancing the quality and professionalism of your writing.

---

Remember: Always check the closest subject to your verb, and ensure your verb agrees in number to maintain
grammatical accuracy and clarity in your sentences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the basic rule for subject-verb agreement when a singular and a
plural subject are joined by 'or' or 'nor'?

The verb should agree with the subject closest to the verb. If the closest subject is singular, use a singular
verb; if it is plural, use a plural verb.

How does the subject-verb agreement work when 'or' or 'nor' joins two
singular subjects?

When two singular subjects are joined by 'or' or 'nor,' the verb is singular to match the closest subject, e.g.,



'Neither the teacher nor the student is responsible.'

What happens to the verb agreement if one of the subjects joined by 'or' or
'nor' is plural and the other is singular?

The verb agrees with the subject closest to it. If the closest subject is plural, then the verb is plural; if
singular, then the verb is singular.

Can you give an example of correct subject-verb agreement with 'or' joining a
singular and a plural subject?

Yes, for example: 'Either the manager or the employees are responsible for the mistake.' Here, the plural
'employees' is closest to the verb, so 'are' is used.

Why is it important to pay attention to the proximity of subjects when
using 'or' or 'nor' in a sentence?

Because the verb agrees with the subject closest to it, paying attention to proximity ensures grammatical
correctness and clarity in the sentence.

Are there any common mistakes related to subject-verb agreement with
'or'/'nor' joined subjects?

Yes, a common mistake is matching the verb to only one of the subjects without considering the closest one,
which can lead to grammatical errors. Always check the subject nearest to the verb for correct agreement.
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Subject-verb agreement is a fundamental aspect of English grammar that ensures sentences are clear and
grammatically correct. When constructing sentences involving multiple subjects, the verb must agree in number
with the subject or subjects. While the basic rules are straightforward for singular and plural subjects,
complexities arise when subjects are joined by coordinating conjunctions like "or" or "nor." Understanding the
agreement rules for such constructions is crucial for both writers and speakers aiming for grammatical
precision.

In this article, we explore the specific rules that govern subject-verb agreement when dealing with singular and
plural subjects connected by "or" or "nor." We will delve into the core principles, provide illustrative
examples, and discuss common pitfalls to help readers master this aspect of English grammar.

---

The Basic Principles of Subject-verb Agreement

Before addressing the specific case of subjects joined by "or" or "nor," it is essential to review the fundamental
rules of subject-verb agreement:

- Singular subjects take singular verbs.
Example: The dog barks.

- Plural subjects take plural verbs.
Example: The dogs bark.



- When the subject is a compound joined by "and," it generally takes a plural verb.
Example: The teacher and the student are discussing the project.

- When the subject is a compound joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees with the nearest subject.
Example: Either the manager or the employees are responsible for the mistake.

Understanding these basic principles sets the stage for comprehending more complex subject-verb agreement
scenarios involving "or" and "nor."

---

The Rule for Subjects Joined by "Or" and "Nor"

When two or more subjects are connected by "or" or "nor," the verb must agree with the subject closest to
the verb. This rule helps in determining the correct form, especially when the subjects differ in number (singular or
plural).

Key points:

- Identify the nearest subject to the verb.
- Match the verb in number (singular or plural) with that nearest subject.
- If both subjects are singular, use a singular verb.
- If both are plural, use a plural verb.
- If one is singular and the other is plural, the verb agrees with the closest subject.

---

Deep Dive: How the Rule Works in Practice

Let's analyze this rule through detailed examples, clarifying common scenarios.

1. When Both Subjects Are Singular

Example:
- Either the teacher or the student is responsible for the mistake.

Explanation:
Both "teacher" and "student" are singular subjects. The verb "is" agrees with the nearer subject ("student")
which is singular. Since both are singular, the verb remains singular.

2. When Both Subjects Are Plural

Example:
- Neither the teachers nor the students are available after school.

Explanation:
Both "teachers" and "students" are plural. The verb "are" agrees with the nearest subject ("students"), which
is plural, making the verb plural.

3. When Subjects Are of Different Numbers

Example:
- Either the manager or the employees are responsible for the error.

Explanation:
Here, "manager" is singular, "employees" plural. The rule states that the verb agrees with the nearest subject,
which is "employees" (plural). Therefore, the correct verb is "are."

Alternate scenario:



- Either the employees or the manager is responsible.

Explanation:
"Employees" (plural) and "manager" (singular). The nearest subject is "manager" (singular), so the verb is "is."

---

Special Cases and Additional Considerations

While the general rule provides a clear framework, certain situations require careful attention.

1. When "Or" or "Nor" Connects Compound Subjects of Different Number

In cases where the nearest subject to the verb is singular, the verb should be singular, and vice versa.
Misapplication often leads to errors.

Incorrect:
- Neither the boss nor the employees was present.
(Because "employees" is plural, the verb should be "were.")

Correct:
- Neither the boss nor the employees were present.

2. When "Or" or "Nor" Connects Multiple Subjects

If more than two subjects are joined, the rule remains the same: the verb agrees with the nearest subject.

Example:
- Neither the manager nor the employees nor the intern is available.
(Nearest subject "intern" is singular, so verb is "is.")

3. When Subjects Are Joined by "Or" or "Nor" and the Verb Is Separated

Sometimes, the subject and verb are separated by intervening words or phrases.

Example:
- Neither the manager nor the employees, who are responsible for the mistake, are to blame.

Explanation:
The main subject is "Neither the manager nor the employees," with "employees" being plural. The verb "are"
correctly agrees with "employees."

---

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Despite clear rules, writers often stumble over subject-verb agreement with "or" and "nor." Here are typical
errors and tips to prevent them:

1. Ignoring the proximity rule:
Always identify the subject closest to the verb to determine agreement.

2. Confusing singular and plural subjects:
Ensure correct identification of the number of each subject before choosing the verb.

3. Overlooking intervening phrases:
Ignore words like "as well as," "along with," or "including" when determining the subject's number.

4. Using plural verbs with singular subjects joined by "or":



For example, "Either the CEO or the CFO are responsible" is incorrect; it should be "is."

---

Practical Tips for Mastery

- Always identify the subjects and their number before choosing the verb.
- Determine which subject is nearer to the verb—use it as the guide.
- Be cautious with words that may seem to complicate the sentence, such as phrases inserted between the
subject and the verb.
- When in doubt, rephrase the sentence to clarify the subject and verb agreement.
Example:
Instead of "Either the students or the teacher are responsible," write "The responsibility lies with either the
students or the teacher."

---

Summary of Subject-verb Agreement with "Or" and "Nor"

| Scenario | Correct Verb Form | Explanation |
|--------------------------------------------------|----------------------------------------------|--------------------------
--------------------------------|
| Both subjects are singular | Singular (e.g., "is") | Both are singular; use singular verb |
| Both subjects are plural | Plural (e.g., "are") | Both are plural; use plural verb |
| Subjects differ in number, nearest is singular | Singular (e.g., "is") | Nearest subject is singular; use singular verb
|
| Subjects differ in number, nearest is plural | Plural (e.g., "are") | Nearest subject is plural; use plural verb |

---

Final Thoughts

Mastering the subject-verb agreement rule for singular and plural subjects joined by "or" or "nor" enhances
clarity and grammatical correctness in writing and speaking. The key is to focus on the proximity of the
subjects to the verb and to understand how the number of the nearest subject influences the verb form. By
applying these principles diligently and practicing with varied sentence structures, learners can confidently
craft grammatically sound sentences that communicate their ideas effectively.

In sum, meticulous attention to the rule—"the verb agrees with the nearest subject"—is vital for proper
agreement in sentences involving "or" and "nor." Whether you're composing formal writing, preparing reports, or
engaging in everyday communication, understanding and applying this rule will significantly improve your
command of English grammar.
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