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There Was, There Were Exercises: Mastering
Singular and Plural Verb Agreement

Are you confused by the seemingly simple, yet often tricky, rules of subject-verb
agreement? Do phrases like "there was" and "there were" leave you scratching your head?
You're not alone! Many English learners and even native speakers stumble over the
nuances of using "there was" versus "there were." This comprehensive guide provides a
clear, concise, and engaging explanation of these grammatical rules, complete with
exercises to help you master them. We’ll unravel the mysteries of subject-verb agreement,
focusing specifically on sentences beginning with "there," making this grammar puzzle a
thing of the past. Get ready to conquer "there was" and "there were" once and for all!

Understanding Subject-Verb Agreement: The Basics

Before diving into the complexities of "there was" and "there were," let's establish a firm
understanding of subject-verb agreement. Simply put, it means that the verb in a sentence
must agree in number (singular or plural) with its subject.

Singular Subject: Takes a singular verb (e.g., He is tall, The dog barks loudly).
Plural Subject: Takes a plural verb (e.g., They are happy, The dogs bark loudly).

Seems simple enough, right? However, things get a little trickier when we introduce
phrases like "there is" and "there are," or when the subject is separated from the verb by
other words.

The Trickiness of "There Was" and "There Were"

The phrases "there was" and "there were" are notorious for causing confusion because
"there" is not the subject of the sentence. "There" is an expletive, a word that doesn't have
a grammatical role in the sentence but helps to introduce the real subject, which comes
after the verb.

Think of it like this: "There" is a placeholder. It points to where the real subject is located.
The subject is the noun or noun phrase that comes after the verb. To determine whether to
use "there was" or "there were," you need to identify the true subject of the sentence and
check its number (singular or plural).

There was + singular noun: There was a cat sleeping on the mat. (The subject is "cat,"
which is singular.)

There were + plural noun: There were two cats sleeping on the mat. (The subject is "cats,"
which is plural.)



"There Was" vs. "There Were": Exercises

Now let's put our knowledge into practice with some exercises. Remember, the key is to
identify the subject that follows the verb "was" or "were."

Exercise 1: Choose the correct verb form.

1. There  abook on the table. (was/were)

2. There  many birds singing in the trees. (was/were)

3. There  a single flower blooming in the garden. (was/were)
4. There  several reasons for his decision. (was/were)

5. There  alot of traffic on the highway. (was/were)

Exercise 2: Write a sentence using "there was" and a sentence using "there were.

Exercise 3: Identify the subject and verb in the following sentences:

—_

. There was a delicious smell coming from the kitchen.
2. There were three puppies playing in the yard.

3. There was only one solution to the problem.

4. There were numerous obstacles to overcome.

5. There was a significant improvement in his test scores.

Answer Key (Exercise 1): 1. was, 2. were, 3. was, 4. were, 5. was

Advanced Considerations: Collective Nouns and
Compound Subjects

The rules become slightly more nuanced when dealing with collective nouns (e.g., team,
family, group) and compound subjects.



Collective Nouns: Collective nouns can be treated as singular or plural depending on the
context. If the group acts as a single unit, use a singular verb. If the members of the group
are acting individually, use a plural verb. For example: "The team is practicing well"
(acting as a unit), "The team are arguing amongst themselves" (acting individually).

Compound Subjects: When two or more subjects are joined by "and," use a plural verb.
However, if the subjects refer to the same thing, use a singular verb. For example: "My
mother and father are coming to visit," "My best friend and confidant is Sarah."

More "There Was, There Were" Exercises: Putting it All
Together

Let's test your understanding with some more challenging sentences.

Exercise 4: Choose the correct verb form. Explain your choice.

—_

. There (was/were) a flock of geese flying overhead.

N

. There (was/were) several important issues to discuss.
3. There (was/were) a group of students protesting outside the building.
4. The team (is/are) ready for the championship game.

5. My sister and brother (is/are) going to the movies.

Conclusion

Mastering the use of "there was" and "there were" is crucial for clear and grammatically
correct writing. By focusing on identifying the true subject of the sentence and
understanding the rules of subject-verb agreement, you can confidently navigate this
common grammatical challenge. Consistent practice through exercises is key to solidifying
your understanding and avoiding future mistakes.

FAQs

1. What happens if I use the wrong verb form? Using the incorrect verb form ("there
was" instead of "there were," or vice versa) makes your writing grammatically
incorrect and can confuse the reader.



1. Are there any exceptions to the "there was/were" rule? While the core rule remains
consistent, exceptions can arise with collective nouns, as explained above. Context is
crucial.

1. How can I improve my subject-verb agreement skills overall? Practice regularly with
various sentence structures. Identify the subject before determining the correct verb.

1. Is there a resource to further improve my grammar skills? Online grammar
resources, style guides (like the Chicago Manual of Style), and grammar textbooks
can offer comprehensive support.

1. Can I use "there is" or "there are" with uncountable nouns? Yes! "There is" is used
with singular uncountable nouns (e.g., There is water in the glass), while "there are"
is generally avoided with uncountable nouns. However, expressions like "There are
many problems" are perfectly acceptable even with uncountable nouns.
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