Usage Rules

A. Capitalize:

1. The first word in a sentence.

The store is open. She is very intelligent.

2. Proper names and adjectives.

Willie watched the Alaskan sunsets in Anchorage.

B. Periods and other end marks:

1. Put a period at the end of declarative sentences

North Springs High School is in Georgia.

2. Put a period after every part of an abbreviation.

G. W. Bush is the president of the U. S. A. 
3. Put a question mark at the end of sentences posing questions.

Did you find the book?

4. Put an exclamation mark after interjections and sentences expressing heightened emotion.

Wow! Willie is really in trouble now!

C. Quotation Marks and Italics

1. Use quotation marks to set off direct quotations.

“Our orders,” said Wilma, “do not permit us to enter.”

2. Use quotation marks to set off short compositions and parts of larger works. 

“Ode to the West Wind” can be found in most anthologies of the Romantic period.

3. Use Italics for books, movies, magazines, and newspapers. 

After reading the latest issue of Sports Illustrated, I read a few pages of The Canterbury Tales, flipped through the New York Times, and then went to see The Return of the King.

4. When using a comma or end punctuation in a direct quote, place comma or period inside

quotation marks.

“Our orders,” said Wilma, “do not permit us to enter.”

D. Apostrophes

1. Use an apostrophe and an “s” for all possessive nouns. With singular and plural nouns not ending in “s,” the apostrophe comes before the “s.” With plurals ending in “s,” the apostrophe comes after the “s.” With singular nouns ending in “s,” add an apostrophe and an “s” if you pronounce the second “s”; just add an apostrophe if you only pronounce one “s.”
Dog’s bone; Men’s bones; Dogs’ bones; James’s brother; The Buffalo Bills’ coach

2. Use apostrophes with all contractions.

Don’t; Can’t; Won’t

E. Use Commas to:

1. Set off words or groups of words coming before the subject of a sentence.

No, I’m staying. For example, this dog is small.

2. Separate two independent clauses connected by a coordinating conjunction. 

Willie drew the pattern, and Wilma cut it out.
3. Separate parts of dates and addresses from the rest of the sentence. 

On May 1, 2003, Willie went to Plains, Georgia.

4. Separate words or groups of words in a series. 

Milk, cheese, and yogurt are dairy products.
5. Set off appositives. 

Willie, my best friend, can lift up my spirits.

Note: If the appositive literally renames the noun, a comma is not necessary.

My dog Rover can lift up my spirits.

6. Set off participial phrases. 

The large green bug, resting on the steps, startled Willie.
7. Set off adjective clauses if the modified noun has adjectives to its left or is proper. 

The most ardent sports fans, who never miss a game, often wear funny costumes.
Frank, who never misses a game, often wears funny costumes.

BUT ALSO: The fans who never miss a game often wear funny costumes.

8. Set off “which” clauses. 

That car, which has been parked there for a week, needs to be moved.
9. Take the place of “and” with adjectives. 

The dark, stormy night.
F. Serious Mechanics Errors 1

1. A run-on sentence is two or more independent clauses written as though they were one.

INCORRECT: The error was just accidental it could not have been avoided.
CORRECT: The error was just accidental. It could not have been avoided.
2. A commas splice is the separation of two independent clauses with only a comma.

INCORRECT: The error was just accidental, it could not have been avoided.
CORRECT: The error was just accidental; it could not have been avoided.
3. A sentence fragment is a portion of a sentence and does not express a complete thought.

INCORRECT: He mad. Because he failed the test.
CORRECT: He is mad because he failed the test.

4. If a subject is singular, then the following verb must be singular.

INCORRECT: My dog love candy.

CORRECT: My dog loves candy


5. If a subject is plural, then the following verb must be plural.

INCORRECT: Wilma’s pets prefers carrots.

CORRECT: Wilma’s pets prefer carrots.

6. A pronoun must agree with the noun to which it refers (its antecedent).

INCORRECT: The team never recovered their composure.

CORRECT: The team never recovered its composure.

7. Use the appropriate type and case of pronoun.
8. Pronoun reference must be clear.

INCORRECT: I like reading and playing poker. It is a great way to spend a Saturday night.
CORRECT: I like reading and playing poker. Playing cards is a great way to spend a Saturday night.
9. Keep verb tenses consistent. If you must switch tenses, use the perfect tenses (which use “to have” and the past participle).
INCORRECT: Wilma is mischievous. She was always in trouble.
CORRECT: Wilma is mischievous. She is always in trouble.
ALSO CORRECT: Wilma is mischievous. She has always been in trouble.

10. Do not confuse adjectives and adverbs (see handout on the eight parts of speech).
INCORRECT: We played real hard.

CORRECT: We played really hard.

11. Use the appropriate comparative adjectives and adverbs. Use “more” and “-er” when comparing two items. Use “most and “-est” when comparing three or more items. In general, use “-er” and “-est” when comparing single-syllable words, and “more” and “most” when comparing multi-syllable words.
INCORRECT: More quick; Quickliest
CORRECT: Quicker; Most quickly
G. Serious Mechanics Errors 2

1. Do not use double negatives.

INCORRECT: I don’t know nothing.
CORRECT: I don’t know anything. I know nothing
2. Do not leave out articles (“a,” “an,” and “the”) when they are needed.
INCORRECT: Car is parked in my space.

CORRECT: A car is parked in my space.
3. Avoid dangling or misplaced modifiers. The elements of a sentence must have a clear relationship to the word(s) being modified.
INCORRECT: I found an old doll digging in the garden. 
CORRECT: Digging in the garden, I found an old doll.
G – Serious Mechanics Errors 2 – continued

4. Keep all grammatical constructions balanced.

INCORRECT: Willie likes apples, oranges, and to eat peaches.
CORRECT: Willie likes apples, oranges, and peaches.
H. Commonly misused words

1. Affect – verb; Effect – noun

Alcohol affected the captain of the oil tanker. The effects were seen for miles.

2. Loose – adjective/adverb; Lose – verb

I didn’t think that having loose shoes would cause us to lose the game.

3. There – adverb; Their – possessive pronoun; They’re – contraction of “they are”

They’re looking for their stuff over there.

4. To – preposition; Too – adverb; Two – noun/adjective

Going to the store takes too much time when you have two kids with you.

5. Whose – possessive/relative/interrogative pronoun; Who’s – contraction of “who is”

Who’s going to the movies with you? Whose car are you taking?
6. Your – possessive pronoun; You’re – contraction of “you are”

You’re coming with me, aren’t you? We’re taking your car.
