
  

 

Module: English Skills 

Lesson: Commonly Confused Words 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Passed (verb): past tense of “to pass” 
Everyone passed the final exam. 

 

Past: a previous time; or adverb indicating distance 
Sheldon walked past the classroom where his friends 
were taking their final exam. 

Who’s: contraction of “who is” 

“Who’s taking Art History II next semester?” asked Emily. 

 
 

Whose: belonging to what person? 
Emily asked, “Whose keys are these?” 

It’s: contraction of “it is” 
It’s difficult to take three studio classes a semester. 

 
 

Its: the possessive form of it 
The tree just outside the studio has lost its leaves. 

Altar (noun): a table of worship 
The chaplain left the candles on the altar lit. 
 

Alter (verb); to change 
“Please do not alter your final drawings,” said Prof. 
Hildenbrand. 
 

Lead (noun): a type of metal 
The lead curtain protected the X-ray technician. 

 
 

Led (verb): the past tense of the verb “to lead” 
Prof. Gonzalez led the discussion about X-ray 
technology. 

Loose: unfastened; set free 
Kendra had many loose pieces of paper in her final 
portfolio. 

 

Lose (verb); to be unable to find; not to win 
Students can lose points if their portfolios are missing 
required elements. 

Choose (verb): to select 
Every student is told to choose his/her major wisely. 

 
 

Chose (verb): past tense of “to choose” 
Alfred chose to major in Spanish. 

Accept: to agree; to receive 
“While I accept your premise, I still question the findings of 
your study,” Gabrielle said to the symposium speaker. 

Except: not including 
None of the geology students, except for Gabrielle, 
questioned Dr. Xiang’s findings. 

Advice (noun): a recommendation of what to do 
Even the best advice is not always accepted. 

 
 

Advise (verb): to provide a recommendation  
Amy advises political science majors to take several 
courses in economics. 

Affect (verb): to transform or change 
How severely did the hurricane affect the campus? 

 
 

Effect (noun): a result 
The effects of the hurricane were widespread across the 
campus and the town. 

Then (adverb): next or at that time 
The art majors argued about reserving the studio but then 
came to an agreement about who would use the studio 
next. 

 
 

Than: use with comparisons 
Because she was a senior and needed to complete her 
final portfolio, Maria presented a stronger argument than 
everyone else.  

 

The Top Ten (?) 
While it is difficult to agree on the ten most commonly confused words, this list contains words that routinely trip up 
even the most experienced writers. The best advice is to proofread, proofread, proofread before handing in a final 
copy of any piece of writing - - or even before sending out a routine email. 


