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Editing for Grammar, Usage,
and Mechanics

Common Sentence Errors

Effective Punctuation

Transitions

Effective Mechanics

The rear endsheet of this book displays editing and revision symbols and corresponding page references. When your instructor marks a symbol on your paper, turn to the appropriate section for explanations and examples.

Common Sentence Errors

The following common sentence errors are easy to repair.

Sentence Fragment

A sentence expresses a logically complete idea. Any complete idea must contain a subject and a verb and must not depend on another complete idea to make sense. Your sentence might contain several complete ideas, but it must contain at least one!



[incomplete idea]
[complete idea]
[complete idea]


Although Mary was injured, she grabbed the line, and she saved the boat.

Omitting some essential element (the subject, the verb, or another complete idea), leaves only a piece of a sentence—a fragment.

Grabbed the line. [a fragment because it lacks a subject]


Although Mary was injured. [a fragment because—although it contains a subject and a verb—it needs to be joined with a complete idea to make sense]


Sam an electronics technician.

This last statement leaves the reader asking, “What about Sam the electronics technician?” The verb—the word that makes action happen—is missing. Adding a verb changes this fragment to a complete sentence.


Simple verb
Sam is an electronics technician.


Verb plus adverb
Sam, an electronics technician, works hard.


Dependent clause, 
Although he is well paid, Sam, an electronics


verb, and subjective
technician, is not happy.


complement
Do not, however, mistake the following statement—which seems to contain a verb—for a complete sentence:


Sam being an electronics technician.

Such “-ing” forms do not function as verbs unless accompanied by other verbs such as is, was, and will be.

Sam, being an electronics technician, was responsible for checking the circuitry.
Likewise, the “to + verb” form (infinitive) is not a verb.


Fragment
To become an electronics technician.


Complete
To become an electronics technician, Sam had to complete a two-year apprenticeship.
Sometimes we inadvertently create fragments by adding subordinating conjunctions (because, since, it, although, while, unless, until, when, where, and others) to an already complete sentence.


Although Sam is an electronics technician.

Such words subordinate the words that follow them; that is, they make the statement dependent on an additional idea, which must itself have a subject and a verb and be a complete sentence. (See also “Subordination”—pages 757–58.) We can complete the subordinate statement by adding an independent clause.


Although Sam is an electronics technician, he hopes to become an electrical engineer.

NOTE
Because the incomplete idea (dependent clause) depends on the complete idea (independent clause) for its meaning, you need only a pause (symbolized by a comma), not a break (symbolized by a semicolon).

Acceptable Fragments

Not all fragments are unacceptable in all circumstances. For example, a fragmented sentence is acceptable in commands or exclamations because the subject (“you”) is understood.


Acceptable
Slow down.


fragments
Give me a hand.



Look out!

Also, questions and answers are sometimes expressed as incomplete sentences.


Acceptable
How? By investing wisely.


fragments
When? At three o’clock.



Who? Bill.


In general, however, avoid fragments unless you have good reason to use one for special tone or emphasis.

Comma Splice

In a comma splice, two complete ideas (independent clauses) that should be separated by a period or a semicolon are incorrectly joined by a comma:


Sarah did a great job, she was promoted.

You can choose among several possibilities for repair:


1.
Substitute a period followed by a capital letter:


Sarah did a great job. She was promoted.


2.
Substitute a semicolon to signal a relationship between the two items:


Sarah did a great job; she was promoted.


3.
Use a semicolon with a connecting (conjunctive) adverb (a transitional word):


Sarah did a great job; consequently, she was promoted.


4.
Use a subordinating word to make the less important clause incomplete and thereby dependent on the other:


Because Sarah did a great job, she was promoted.


5.
Add a connecting word after the comma:


Sarah did a great job, and she was promoted.

Your choice of construction will depend on the specific meaning or tone you intend to convey.
Run-On Sentence

The run-on sentence, a cousin to the comma splice, crams too many ideas together without needed breaks or pauses.


Run-on
The hourglass is more accurate than the waterclock for the water in a waterclock must always be at the same temperature in order to flow with the same speed since water evaporates it must be replenished at regular intervals thus not being as effective in measuring time as the hourglass.


Revised
The hourglass is more accurate than the waterclock because water in a waterclock must always be at the same temperature to flow at the same speed. Also, water evaporates and must be replenished at regular intervals. These temperature and volume problems make the waterclock less effective than the hourglass in measuring time.

Faulty Agreement—Subject and Verb

The subject should agree in number with the verb. Faulty agreement seldom occurs in short sentences, where subject and verb are not far apart: “Jack eat too much” instead of “Jack eats too much.” But when the subject is separated from the verb by other words, we sometimes lose track of the subject-verb relationship.


Faulty
The lion’s share of diesels are sold in Europe.

Although diesels is closest to the verb, the subject is share, a singular subject that needs a singular verb.


Revised
The lion’s share of diesels is sold in Europe.

Agreement errors are easy to correct once subject and verb are identified.


Faulty
There is an estimated 29,000 women living in our city.


Revised
There are an estimated 29,000 women living in our city.


Faulty
A system of lines extend horizontally to form a grid.


Revised
A system of lines extends horizontally to form a grid.

A second problem with subject-verb agreement occurs with indefinite subject pronouns such as each, everyone, anybody, and somebody. They usually take a singular verb.


Faulty
Each of the crew members were injured during the storm.


Revised
Each of the crew members was injured during the storm.


Faulty
Everyone in the group have practiced long hours.


Revised
Everyone in the group has practiced long hours.

Collective nouns such as herd, family, union, group, army, team, committee, and board can call for a singular or plural verb, depending on your intended meaning. When denoting the group as a whole, use a singular verb.


Correct
The committee meets weekly to discuss new business.



The editorial board of this magazine has high standards.

To denote individual members of the group, use a plural verb.


Correct
The committee disagree on whether to hire Jim.



The editorial board are all published authors.

When two subjects are joined by either ... or or neither ... nor, the verb is singular if both subjects are singular and plural if both subjects are plural. If one subject is plural and one is singular, the verb agrees with the one closer to the verb.


Correct
Neither John nor Bill works regularly.



Either apples or oranges are good vitamin sources.



Either Felix or his friends are crazy.



Neither the boys nor their father likes the home team.

If, on the other hand, two subjects (singular, plural, or mixed) are joined by both ... and, the verb will be plural.


Correct
Both Joe and Bill are resigning.

A single and between subjects makes for a plural subject.

Faulty Agreement—Pronoun and Referent

A pronoun must refer to a specific noun (its referent or antecedent), with which it must agree in gender and number.


Correct
Jane lost her book



The students complained that they had been treated unfairly.

When an indefinite pronoun such as each, everyone, anybody, someone, or none serves as the pronoun referent, the pronoun is singular.


Correct
Anyone can get his degree from that college.



Anyone can get his or her degree from that college.



Each candidate described her plans in detail.

Faulty Coordination

Give equal emphasis to ideas of equal importance by joining them, within simple or compound sentences, with coordinating conjunctions: and, but, or, nor, for,
so, and yet.

This course is difficult but worthwhile.


My horse is old and gray.


We must decide to support or reject the dean’s proposal.

But do not confound your meaning by coordinating excessively.


Excessive
The climax in jogging comes after a few miles and I can


coordination
no longer feel stride after stride and it seems as if I am floating and jogging becomes almost a reflex and my arms and legs continue to move and my mind no longer has to control their actions.


Revised
The climax in jogging comes after a few miles when I can no longer feel stride after stride. By then I am jogging almost by reflex, nearly floating, my arms and legs still moving, my mind no longer having to control their actions.

Notice how the meaning becomes clear when the less important ideas (nearly floating, arms and legs still moving, my mind no longer having) are shown as dependent on, rather than equal to, the most important idea (jogging almost by reflex)—the idea that contains the lesser ones.

Avoid coordinating two or more ideas that cannot be sensibly connected:


Faulty
John had a drinking problem and he dropped out of school.


Revised
John’s drinking problem depressed him so much that he couldn’t study, so he quit school.


Faulty
I was late for work and wrecked my car.


Revised
Late for work, I backed out of the driveway too quickly, hit a truck, and wrecked my car.

Instead of try and, use try to.

Faulty
I will try and help you.


Revised
I will try to help you.

Faulty Subordination

Proper subordination shows that a less important idea is dependent on a more important idea. A dependent (or subordinate) clause in a sentence is signaled by a subordinating conjunction: because, so, if, unless, after, until, since, while, as,
and although. Consider these complete ideas:


Joe studies hard. He has severe math anxiety.

Because these ideas are expressed as simple sentences, they appear coordinate (equal in importance). But if you wanted to indicate your opinion of Joe’s chances of succeeding in math, you would need a third sentence: His disability probably will prevent him from succeeding, or His willpower will help him succeed. To communicate the intended meaning concisely, combine the two ideas. Subordinate the one that deserves less emphasis and place the idea you want emphasized in the independent (main) clause.


Despite his severe math anxiety (subordinate idea), Joe studies hard (independent idea).

This first version suggests that Joe will succeed. Below, the subordination suggests the opposite meaning:


Despite his diligent studying (subordinate idea), Joe has severe math anxiety (independent idea).

Do not coordinate when you should subordinate:


Weak
Television viewers can relate to an athlete they idolize and they feel obliged to buy the product endorsed by their hero.

Of the two ideas in the sentence above, one is the cause, the other the effect. Emphasize this relationship through subordination:


Revised
Because television viewers can relate to an athlete they idolize, they feel obliged to buy the product endorsed by their hero.

When combining several ideas within a sentence, decide which is most important, and subordinate the other ideas to it—do not merely coordinate:


Faulty
This employee is often late for work, and he writes illogical reports, and he is a poor manager, and he should be fired.


Revised
Because this employee is often late for work, writes illogical reports, and has poor management skills, he should be fired. (The last clause is independent.)

Faulty Pronoun Case

A pronoun’s case (nominative, objective, or possessive) is determined by its role in the sentence: as subject, object, or indicator of possession.

If the pronoun serves as the subject of a sentence (I, we, you, she, he, it, they, who), its case is nominative.

She completed her graduate program in record time.


Who broke the chair?

When a pronoun follows a version of the verb to be (a linking verb), it explains (complements) the subject, and so its case is nominative.


The killer was she.

The professor who perfected our new distillation process is he.
If the pronoun serves as the object of a verb or a preposition (me, us, you, her, him, it, them, whom), its case is objective.

Object of
The employees gave her a parting gift.

the verb

Object of
To whom do you wish to complain?

the preposition
If a pronoun indicates possession (my, mine, our, ours, your, yours, his, her, hers, its, their, whose), its case is possessive.

The brown briefcase is mine.

Her offer was accepted.


Whose opinion do you value most?

Here are some frequent errors in pronoun case:


Faulty
Whom is responsible to who? [The subject should be nominative and the object should be objective.]


Revised
Who is responsible to whom?


Faulty
The debate was between Marsha and I. [As object of the preposition, the pronoun should be objective.]


Revised
The debate was between Marsha and me.
Deleting the accompanying noun from the two latter examples reveals the correct pronoun case (“We ... are accountable .. ..”; “A group of us ... will fly ... .”).

Faulty Modification

Modifiers explain, define, or add detail to other words or ideas. Prepositional phrases, for example, usually define or limit adjacent words:


the foundation with the cracked wall

the repair job on the old Ford

the journey to the moon
So do phrases with “-ing” verb forms:


the student painting the portrait

Opening the door, we entered quietly.

Phrases with “to + verb” form limit:


To succeed, one must work hard.

Some clauses also limit:


the person who came to dinner
Problems with ambiguity occur when a modifying phrase has no word to modify.


Dangling modifier
Dialing the phone, the cat ran out the open door.

The cat obviously did not dial the phone, but because the modifier Dialing the phone has no word to modify, the noun beginning the main clause (cat) seems to name the one who dialed the phone. Without any word to join itself to, the modifier dangles. Inserting a subject repairs this absurd message.


Correct
As Joe dialed the phone, the cat ran out the open door.

A dangling modifier can also obscure your meaning.


Dangling modifier
After completing the student financial aid application form, the Financial Aid Office will forward it to the appropriate state agency.

Who completes the form—the student or the financial aid office?

Here are some other dangling modifiers that make the message confusing, inaccurate, or downright absurd:


Dangling
While walking, a cold chill ran through my body.

modifier

Correct
While I walked, a cold chill ran through my body.


Dangling
Impurities have entered our bodies by eating chemically


modifier
processed foods.

Correct
Impurities have entered our bodies by our eating chemically processed foods.

The order of adjectives and adverbs also affects the meaning of sentences.


I often remind myself of the need to balance my checkbook.


I remind myself of the need to balance my checkbook often.
Position modifiers to reflect your meaning.


Misplaced
Joe typed another memo on our computer that was


modifier
useless. (Was the typewriter or the memo useless?)


Correct
Joe typed another useless memo on our computer.




or



Joe typed another memo on our useless computer.


Misplaced
She volunteered immediately to deliver the radioactive


modifier
shipment. (Volunteering immediately, or delivering immediately?)


Correct
She immediately volunteered to deliver ...




or



She volunteered to deliver immediately ...

Faulty Parallelism

To reflect relationships among items of equal importance, express them in identical grammatical form:


Correct
We here highly resolve ... that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.

Otherwise, the message would be garbled, like this:


Faulty
We here highly resolve ... that government of the people, which the people created and maintain, serving the people shall not perish from the earth.

If you begin the series with a noun, use nouns throughout the series; likewise for adjectives, adverbs, and specific types of clauses and phrases.


Faulty
The new apprentice is enthusiastic, skilled, and you can depend on her.


Correct
The new apprentice is enthusiastic, skilled, and dependable. (all subjective complements)


Faulty
In his new job, he felt lonely and without a friend.

Correct
In his new job, he felt lonely and friendless. (both adjectives)


Faulty
She plans to study all this month and on scoring well in her licensing examination.


Correct
She plans to study all this month and to score well in her licensing examination. (both infinitive phrases)


Faulty
She sleeps well and jogs daily, as well as eating high-protein foods.


Correct
She sleeps well, jogs daily, and eats high-protein foods. (all verbs)

Sentence Shifts

Shifts in point of view damage coherence. If you begin a sentence or paragraph with one subject or person, do not shift to another.


Shift in person
When one finishes such a great book, you will have a sense of achievement.


Revised
When you finish such a great book, you will have a sense of achievement.


Shift in number
One should sift the flour before they make the pie.


Revised
One should sift the flour before one makes the pie. (Or better: Sift the flour before making the pie.)

Do not begin a sentence in the active voice and then shift to the passive voice.


Shift in voice
He delivered the plans for the apartment complex, and the building site was also inspected by him.


Revised
He delivered the plans for the apartment complex and also inspected the building site.

Do not shift tenses without good reason.


Shift in tense
She delivered the blueprints, inspected the foundation, wrote her report, and takes the afternoon off.


Revised
She delivered the blueprints, inspected the foundation, wrote her report, and took the afternoon off.

Do not shift from one verb mood to another (as from imperative to indicative mood in a set of instructions).


Shift in mood
Unscrew the valve and then steel wool should be used to clean the fittings.


Revised
Unscrew the valve and then use steel wool to clean the fittings.

Effective Punctuation

Punctuation marks are like road signs and traffic signals. They govern reading speed and provide clues for navigation through a network of ideas.

End Punctuation

The three marks of end punctuation—period, question mark, and exclamation point—work like a red traffic light by signaling a complete stop.

Period.  A period ends a sentence and is the final mark in some abbreviations.


Ms.    Assn.    Inc.
Periods serve as decimal points in numbers.


$15.95


21.4%

Question Mark.  A question mark follows a direct question.


Where is the essay that was due today?
Do not use a question mark to end an indirect question.


Faulty
Professor Grim asked if all students had completed the essay?

Revised
Professor Grim asked if all students had completed the essay.




or



Professor Grim asked, “Did all students complete the essay?”

Exclamation Point.  Use an exclamation point only when expression of strong feeling is appropriate.


Appropriate
Oh, no!


Pay up!
Semicolon

Like a blinking red traffic light at an intersection, a semicolon signals a brief but definite stop.

Semicolons Separating Independent Clauses.  Semicolons separate independent clauses (logically complete ideas) whose contents are closely related and that are not connected by a coordinating conjunction.


The project was finally completed; we had done a good week’s work.

The semicolon can replace the conjunction-comma combination that joins two independent ideas.


The project was finally completed, and we were elated.


The project was finally completed; we were elated.

The second version emphasizes the sense of elation.

Semicolons Used with Adverbs as Conjunctions and Other Transitional Expressions.  Semicolons must accompany conjunctive adverbs like besides, otherwise, still, however, furthermore, moreover, consequently, therefore, on the other hand, in contrast, or in fact.

The job is filled; however, we will keep your résumé on file.


Your background is impressive; in fact, it is the best among our applicants.

Semicolons Separating Items in a Series.  When items in a series contain internal commas, semicolons provide clear separation between items.


I am applying for summer jobs in Santa Fe, New Mexico; Albany, New York; Montgomery, Alabama; and Moscow, Idaho.


Members of the survey crew were Juan Jimenez, a geologist; Hector Lightfoot, a surveyor; and Mary Shelley, a graduate student.

Colon

Like a flare in the road, a colon signals you to stop and then proceed, paying attention to the situation ahead. Usually a colon follows an introductory statement that requires a follow-up explanation.


We need this equipment immediately: a voltmeter, a portable generator, and three pairs of insulated gloves.


She is an ideal colleague: honest, reliable, and competent.

Except for salutations in formal correspondence (e.g., Dear Ms. Jones:) colons follow independent (logically and grammatically complete) statements.


Faulty
My plans include: finishing college, traveling for two years, and settling down in Sante Fe.

No punctuation should follow “include.”

Colons can introduce quotations.


The supervisor’s message was clear enough: “You’re fired.”

A colon can replace a semicolon between two related, complete statements when the second one explains or amplifies the first.


Pam’s reason for accepting the lowest-paying job offer was simple: She had always wanted to live in the Northwest.

Comma

The comma is the most frequently used—and abused—punctuation mark. It works like a blinking yellow light, for which you slow down briefly without stopping. Never use a comma to signal a break between independent ideas.

Comma as a Pause between Complete Ideas.  In a compound sentence in which a coordinating conjunction (and, or, nor, for, but) connects equal (independent) statements, a comma usually precedes the conjunction.


This is an excellent course, but the work is difficult.

Comma as a Pause between an Incomplete and a Complete Idea.  A comma is usually placed between a complete and an incomplete statement in a complex sentence when the incomplete statement comes first.


Because he is a fat cat, Jack diets often.


When he eats too much, Jack gains weight.

When the order is reversed (complete idea followed by incomplete), the comma is usually omitted.


Jack diets often because he is a fat cat.

Jack gains weight when he eats too much.
Reading a sentence aloud should tell you whether to pause (and use a comma).

Commas Separating Items (Words, Phrases, or Clauses) in a Series.  Use commas after items in a series, including the next-to-last item.


Helen, Joe, Marsha, and John are joining us on the term project.


He works hard at home, on the job, and even during his vacation.

The new employee complained that the hours were long, that the pay was low, that the work was boring, and that the supervisor was paranoid.
Use no commas if or or and appears between all items in a series.


She is willing to study in San Francisco or Seattle or even in Anchorage.

Commas Setting Off Introductory Phrases.  Infinitive, prepositional, or verbal phrases introducing a sentence are usually set off by commas, as are interjections.


Infinitive phrase
To be or not to be, that is the question.


Prepositional
In Rome, do as the Romans do.

phrase

Participial phrase
Being fat, Jack was slow at catching mice.



Moving quickly, the army surrounded the enemy.


Interjection
Oh, is that the verdict?

Commas Setting Off Nonrestrictive Elements.  A restrictive phrase or clause modifies or defines the subject in such a way that deleting the modifier would change the meaning of the sentence.


All students who have work experience will receive preference.

Without who have work experience, which restricts the subject by limiting the category students, the meaning would be entirely different: All students will receive preference.

Because this phrase is essential to the sentence’s meaning, it is not set off by commas.

A nonrestrictive phrase or clause could be deleted without changing the sentence’s meaning and is set off by commas.


Our new manager, who has only six weeks’ experience, is highly competent.


Modifier
Our new manager is highly competent.

deleted

This house, riddled with carpenter ants, is falling apart.


Modifier
This house is falling apart.

deleted
Commas Setting Off Parenthetical Elements.  Items that interrupt the flow of a sentence (such as of course, as a result, as I recall, and however) are called parenthetical and are enclosed by commas. They may denote emphasis, afterthought, clarification, or transition.


Emphasis
This deluxe model, of course, is more expensive.


Afterthought
Your essay, by the way, was excellent.


Clarification
The loss of my job was, in a way, a blessing.


Transition
Our warranty, however, does not cover tire damage.

Direct address is parenthetical.


Listen, my children, and you shall hear ... .

A parenthetical expression at the beginning or the end of a sentence is set off by a comma.


Naturally, we will expect a full guarantee.


My friends, I think we have a problem.


You’ve done a good job, Jim.

Yes, you may use my name in your advertisement.

Commas Setting Off Quoted Material.  Quoted items within a sentence are set off by commas.


The customer said, “I’ll take it,” as soon as he laid eyes on our new model.

Commas Setting Off Appositives.  An appositive, a word or words explaining a noun and placed immediately after it, is set off by commas when the appositive is nonrestrictive. (See page 766.)


Martha Jones, our new president, is overhauling all personnel policies.


Alpha waves, the most prominent of the brain waves, are typically recorded in a waking subject whose eyes are closed.


Please make all checks payable to Sam Sawbuck, school treasurer.
Commas Used in Common Practice.  Commas set off the day of the month from the year, in a date.


May 10, 1989

Commas set off numbers in three-digit intervals.


11,215


6,463,657

They also set off street, city, and state in an address.


Mail the bill to J. B. Smith, 18 Sea Street, Albany, Iowa 01642.

When the address is written vertically, however, the commas that would otherwise occur at the end of each address line are omitted.


J. B. Smith


18 Sea Street


Albany, Iowa 01642

Commas set off an address or date in a sentence.


Room 3C, Margate Complex, is my summer address.


June 15, 1987, is my graduation date.

Commas set off degrees and titles from proper nouns.


Roger P. Cayer, M.D.


Gordon Browne, Jr.


Sandra Mello, Ph.D.

Commas Used Incorrectly.  Avoid needless or inappropriate commas. Read a sentence aloud to identify inappropriate pauses.


Faulty
The instructor told me, that I was late. [separates the indirect from the direct object]



The most universal symptom of the suicide impulse, is depression. [separates the subject from its verb]



This has been a long, difficult, semester. [second comma separates the final adjective from its noun]



John, Bill, and Sally, are joining us on the trip home. [third comma separates the final subject from its verb]



An employee, who expects rapid promotion, must quickly prove his or her worth. [separates a modifier that should be restrictive]



I spoke by phone with John, and Marsha. [separates two nouns, linked by a coordinating conjunction]



The room was, 18 feet long. [separates the linking verb from the subjective complement]



We painted the room, red. [separates the object from its complement]

Apostrophe

Apostrophes indicate the possessive, a contraction, and the plural of numbers, letters, and figures.

Apostrophe Indicating the Possessive.  At the end of a singular word, or of a plural word that does not end in s, add an apostrophe plus s to indicate the possessive. Single-syllable nouns that end in s take the apostrophe before an added s.


The people’s candidate won.


The chainsaw was Emma’s.

The women’s locker room burned.


I borrowed Chris’s book.

Do not add s to words that already end in s and have more than one syllable; add an apostrophe only.


Aristophanes’ death

Do not use an apostrophe to indicate the possessive form of either singular or plural pronouns.


The book was hers.

Ours is the best school in the county.


The fault was theirs.
At the end of a plural word that ends in s, add an apostrophe only.


the cows’ water supply


the Jacksons’ wine cellar

At the end of a compound noun, add an apostrophe plus s.

my father-in-law’s false teeth

At the end of the last word in nouns of joint possession, add an apostrophe plus s if both own one item.


Joe and Sam’s lakefront cottage

Add an apostrophe plus s to both nouns if each owns specific items.


Joe’s and Sam’s passports

Apostrophe Indicating a Contraction.  An apostrophe shows that you have omitted one or more letters in a phrase that is usually a combination of a pronoun and a verb.

I’m
they’re

he’s
you’d

you’re
who’s

Don’t confuse they’re with their or there.

Faulty
there books



their now leaving



living their


Correct
their books



they’re now leaving



living there

Remember the distinction this way:


Their friend knows they’re there.

It’s means “it is.” Its is the possessive.


It’s watching its reflection in the pond.

Who’s means “who is.” Whose indicates the possessive.


Who’s interrupting whose work?

Other contractions are formed from the verb and the negative.


isn’t
can’t


don’t
haven’t


won’t
wasn’t

Apostrophe Indicating the Plural of Numbers, Letters, and Figures 


The 6’s on this new printer look like smudged G’s, 9’s are illegible, and the %’s are unclear.

Quotation Marks

Quotation marks set off the exact words borrowed from another speaker or writer. The period or comma at the end is placed within the quotation marks.


Periods and
“Hurry up,” Jack whispered.

commas belong  
Jack told Felicia, “I’m depressed.”

within quotation 

marks
The colon or semicolon is always placed outside quotation marks.


Colons and 
Our student handbook clearly defines “core

semicolons belong 
requirements”; however, it does not list all the courses

outside quotation 
that fulfill the requirements.

marks


When a question mark or exclamation point is part of a quotation, it belongs within the quotation marks, replacing the comma or period.


Some punctuation 
“Help!” he screamed.

belongs within 
Marsha asked John, “Can’t we agree about anything?”

quotation marks


But if the question mark or exclamation point pertains to the attitude of the person quoting instead of the person being quoted, it is placed outside the quotation mark.


Some punctuation
Why did Boris wink and whisper, “It’s a big secret”?

belongs outside

quotation marks


Use quotation marks around titles of articles, paintings, book chapters, and poems.


Certain titles 
The enclosed article, “The Job Market for College

belong within 
Graduates,” should provide some helpful insights.

quotation marks


But titles of books, journals, or newspapers should be underlined or italicized.

Finally, use quotation marks (with restraint) to indicate irony.


Quotation marks 
She is some “friend”!

to indicate irony


Ellipses

Three dots ... indicate you have omitted material from a quotation. If the omitted words come at the end of the original sentence, a fourth dot indicates the period. (Also see page 682.)


“Three dots ... indicate ... omitted ... material ... . A fourth dot ...  indicates the period ... .”

Italics

In typing or longhand writing, indicate italics by underlining. On a word processor, use italic print for titles of books, periodicals, films, newspapers, and plays; for the names of ships; for foreign words or scientific names; sparingly, for emphasizing a word; and for indicating the special use of a word.


The Oxford English Dictionary is a handy reference tool.


The Lusitania sank rapidly.


She reads the Boston Globe often.


My only advice is caveat emptor.

Bacillus anthracis is a highly virulent organism.


Do not inhale these fumes under any circumstances!


Our contract defines a work-study student as one who works a minimum of twenty hours weekly.

Parentheses

Use commas to set off parenthetical elements, dashes to give some emphasis to the material that is set off, and parentheses to enclose material that defines or explains the statement that precedes it.


An anaerobic (airless) environment must be maintained for the cultivation of this organism.


The cost of running our college has increased by 15 percent in one year (see Appendix A for full cost breakdown).

This new calculator (made by Ilco Corporation) is perfect for science students.

Material between parentheses, like all other parenthetical material discussed earlier, can be deleted without harming the logical and grammatical structure of the sentence.

Brackets

Brackets in a quotation set off material that was not in the original quotation but is needed for clarification, such as an antecedent (or referent) for a pronoun.


“She [Amy] was the outstanding candidate for the scholarship.”

Brackets can enclose information taken from some other location within the context of the quotation.


“It was in early spring [April 2, to be exact] that the tornado hit.”

Use sic (“thus,” or “so”) when quoting an error from the original source.


The assistant’s comment was clear: “He don’t [sic] want any.”

Dashes

Dashes can be effective—if they are not overused. Parentheses deemphasize the enclosed material; dashes emphasize it.


Have a good vacation—but watch out for sandfleas.


Mary—a true friend—spent hours helping me rehearse.

Transitions

Transitional expressions announce relations between ideas. Words or phrases such as for example, meanwhile, and however work like bridges between thoughts.

Here is a paragraph in which these transitions are used to clarify the writer’s line of thinking (emphasis added):

Using Transitions to Bridge Ideas

Psychological and social problems of aging are too often aggravated by the final humiliation: poverty. One out of every three older Americans lives near or below the poverty level. Meanwhile, only one out of every nine younger adults lives in poverty. The American public assumes that Social Security and Medicare provide adequate support for the aged. These benefits alone, however, are rarely enough to raise an older person’s living standards above the poverty level. Moreover, older people are the only group living in poverty whose population has recently increased rather than decreased. More and more of our aging citizens thus confront the prospect of living with less and less.


NOTE
Transitional expressions should be a limited option for achieving coherence. Use them sparingly, and only when a relationship is not already clear.

Whole sentences can serve as transitions between paragraphs, and a whole paragraph can serve as a transition between sections of writing. Assume, for instance, that you work as a marketing intern for a stereo manufacturer. You have just completed a section of a memo on the advantages of the new AKS amplifier and are now moving to a section on selling the idea to consumers. This next paragraph might link the two sections:

A Transitional Paragraph

Because the AKS amplifier increases bass range by 15 percent, it should be installed as a standard item in all our stereo speakers. Tooling and installation adjustments, however, will add roughly $50 to the list price of each model. We must, therefore, explain the cartridge’s long-range advantages to consumers. Let’s consider ways of explaining these advantages.

Notice that this transitional paragraph contains transitional expressions as well.

Effective Mechanics

Correctness in abbreviation, hyphenation, capitalization, use of numbers, and spelling demonstrates your attention to detail.

Abbreviations

Avoid abbreviations in formal writing or in situations that might confuse your reader. When in doubt, write the word out.

Abbreviate some words and titles when they precede or immediately follow a proper name, but not military, religious, or political titles.


Correct
Mr. Jones



Dr. Jekyll



Raymond Dumont, Jr.


Reverend Ormsby



President Clinton

Abbreviate time designations only when they are used with actual times.


Faulty
Plato lived sometime in the bc period.



She arrived in the a.m.

Correct
400 b.c.



5:15 a.m.

Abbreviate a unit of measurement only when it appears often in your report and is written out in full on first use. Use only abbreviations you are sure readers will understand. Abbreviate items in a visual aid only if you need to save space. Most dictionaries provide an alphabetical list of other abbreviations. For abbreviations in documentation of research sources, see pages 686–717.

Hyphen

Hyphens divide words at line breaks and join two or more words used as a single adjective if they precede the noun, but not if they follow it:


com-

puter


the rough-hewn wood


the all-too-human error


The wood was rough hewn.


The error was all too human.

Some other commonly hyphenated words:


•
Most words that begin with the prefix self-. (Check your dictionary.)


self-reliance


self-discipline


•
Combinations that might be ambiguous.


re-creation [a new creation]


recreation [leisure activity]


•
Words that begin with ex only if ex means “past.”


ex-faculty member


excommunicate


•
All fractions, along with ratios that are used as adjectives and that precede the noun (but not those that follow it), and compound numbers from twenty-one through ninety-nine.


a two-thirds majority


In a four-to-one vote, the student senate defeated the proposal.


The proposal was voted down four to one.

Thirty-eight windows were broken.

Capitalization

Capitalize the first words of all sentences as well as titles of people, books, and chapters; languages; days of the weeks; the months; holidays; names of organizations or groups; races and nationalities; historical events; important documents; and names of structures or vehicles. In titles of books, films, and the like, capitalize the first word and all those following except articles or prepositions.


Items that are 
Joe Schmoe
Russian


capitalized
A Tale of Two Cities
Labor Day



Protestant
Dupont Chemical Company



Wednesday
Senator Barbara Boxer



the Queen Mary
France



the Statue of Liberty
The War of 1812

Do not capitalize the seasons (spring, winter) or general groups (the younger generation, the leisure class).

Capitalize adjectives that are derived from proper nouns.


Chaucerian English

Capitalize titles preceding a proper noun (but not those following).


State Senator Marsha Smith

Marsha Smith, state senator

Capitalize words such as street, road, corporation, and college only when they accompany a proper noun.


Bob Jones University


High Street

The Rand Corporation

Capitalize north, south, east, and west when they denote specific locations, not when they are simply directions.


the South


the Northwest

Turn east at the next set of lights.

Use of Numbers

Numbers expressed in one or two words can be written out or written as numerals. Use numerals to express larger numbers, decimals, fractions, precise technical figures, or any other exact measurements.


543
2,800,357


31–4
15 pounds of pressure


50 kilowatts
4,000 rpm

Use numerals for dates, census figures, addresses, page numbers, exact units of measurement, percentages, times with a.m. or p.m. designations, and monetary and mileage figures.

page 14
1:15 p.m.

18.4 pounds
9 feet

12 gallons
$15

Do not begin a sentence with a numeral. If your figure needs more than two words, revise your word order.


Six hundred students applied for the 102 available jobs.


The 102 available jobs brought 780 applicants.

Do not use numerals to express approximate figures, time not designated as a.m. or p.m., or streets named by numbers less than 100.


about seven hundred fifty


four fifteen


108 East Forty-Second Street

In contracts and other documents in which precision is vital, a number can be stated both in numerals and in words:


The tenant agrees to pay a rental fee of three hundred seventy-five dollars ($375.00) monthly.

Spelling

Take the time to use your dictionary for all writing assignments. When you read, note the spelling of words that give you trouble. Compile a list of troublesome words.

Appendix
frag
cs
ro
agr sv
agr p
coord
sub
ca
mod
dgl
par
Shift
pct
.
?
!
;
:
,
ap
”“
. . .
ital
()
[]
–
trans
Common Transitions and the Relations They Indicate


An addition: moreover, in addition, and, also


I am majoring in naval architecture; also, I spent three years crewing on a racing yawl.

Results: thus, hence, therefore, accordingly, thereupon, as a result, and so, as a consequence


Mary enjoyed all her courses; therefore, she worked especially hard last
semester.

An example or illustration: for instance, to illustrate, namely, specifically


Competition for part-time jobs is fierce; for example, 80 students applied for the clerk’s job at Sears.

An explanation: in other words, simply stated, in fact


Louise had a terrible semester; in fact, she flunked three courses.

A summary or conclusion: in closing, to conclude, to summarize, in brief, in summary, to sum up, all in all, on the whole, in retrospect, in conclusion


Our credit is destroyed, our bank account is overdrawn, and our debts are piling up; in short, we are bankrupt.

Time: first, next, second, then, meanwhile, at length, later, now, the next day, in the meantime, in turn, subsequently


Mow the ball field this morning; then, clean the dugouts.

A comparison: likewise, in the same way, in comparison


Our reservoir is drying up because of the drought; similarly, water supplies in neighboring towns are dangerously low.

A contrast or alternative: however, nevertheless, yet, still, in contrast, otherwise, but, on the other hand, to the contrary, notwithstanding, conversely


Felix worked hard; however, his grades remained poor.
ab
Common Abbreviations for Reference in Manuscripts

anon.
anonymous
fig.
figure

app.
appendix
i.e.
that is

b.
born
illus.
illustrated

©
copyright
jour.
journal

c., ca.
about (c. 1988)
l., ll.
line(s)

cf.
compare
ms., mss.
manuscript(s)

ch.
chapter
no.
number

col.
column
p., pp.
page(s)

d.
died
pt., pts.
part(s)

ed.
editor
rev.
revised or review

e.g.
for example
sec.
section

esp.
especially
sic.
thus, so (to cite an

et al.
and others

error in the quotation)

etc.
and so on
trans.
translation

ex.
example
vol.
volume

f. or ff.
the following page or pages
Common Abbreviations for Units of Measurement

AC
alternating current
kw
kilowatt

amp
ampere
kwh
kilowatt hour

Å
angstrom
l
liter

az
azimuth
lat
latitude

bbl
barrel
lb
pound

BTU
British Thermal Unit
lin
linear

C
Celsius
log
logarithm

cal
calorie
long
longitude

cc
cubic centimeter
m
meter

circ
circumference
max
maximum

cm
centimeter
mg
milligram

CPS
cycles per second
min
minute

cu ft
cubic foot
ml
milliliter

dB
decibel
mm
millimeter

DC
direct current
mo
month

dm
decimeter
mph
miles per hour

doz
dozen
oct
octane

DP
dewpoint
oz
ounce

F
Fahrenheit
psf
pounds per square foot

F
farad
psi
pounds per square inch

fbm
foot board measure
qt
quart

fl oz
fluid ounce
r
roentgen

FM
frequency modulation
rpm
revolutions per minute

freq
frequency
sec
second

ft
foot
sp gr
specific gravity

ft lb
foot pound
sq
square

gal
gallon
t
ton

GPM
gallons per minute
temp
temperature

gr
gram
tol
tolerance

hp
horsepower
ts
tensile strength

hr
hour
V
volt

in
inch
VA
volt ampere

IU
international unit
W
watt

J
joule
wk
week

ke
kinetic energy
WL
wavelength

kg
kilogram
yd
yard

km
kilometer
yr
year

-
cap
sp

