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ENGL302 STYLE GUIDE 

© David Beach 2009 

This style guide should be used for all written work submitted in class. At the end, you will find a one-

page checklist which you should use before you submit a paper.  

Introduction 

Let this be your mantra: “All writing is meant to be read by somebody else.” Keep this in mind, always. 

Readers have expectations of writers—words are spelled and used correctly, sentences are structured 

so they make sense, source material is documented in a standard way. 

Clarity of writing usually follows clarity of thought. So think what you want to write, then write it as 
simply as possible. Remember George Orwell's six elementary rules ("Politics and the English Language," 
1946):  

1. Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing in print.  
2. Never use a long word where a short one will do.  
3. If it is possible to cut out a word, always cut it out.  
4. Never use the passive where you can use the active.  
5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or a jargon word if you can think of an everyday 

English equivalent.  
6. Break any of these rules sooner than write anything outright barbarous.  

The following is a passage from the Economist Research Tools Style Guide’s section titled “Syntax” about 

some noted authors’ takes on writing:  

Mark Twain described how a good writer treats sentences: “At times he may indulge himself 

with a long one, but he will make sure there are no folds in it, no vaguenesses, no parenthetical 

interruptions of its view as a whole; when he has done with it, it won't be a sea-serpent with 

half of its arches under the water; it will be a torch-light procession.”  

Long paragraphs, like long sentences, can confuse the reader. “The paragraph,” according to 

[British grammarian H.W.] Fowler, “is essentially a unit of thought, not of length; it must be 

homogeneous in subject matter and sequential in treatment.” One-sentence paragraphs should 

be used only occasionally.  

Clear thinking is the key to clear writing. “A scrupulous writer,” observed [George] Orwell, “in 

every sentence that he writes will ask himself at least four questions, thus: What am I trying to 

write? What words will express it? What image or idiom will make it clearer? Is this image fresh 

enough to have an effect? And he will probably ask himself two more: Could I put it more 

shortly? Have I said anything that is avoidably ugly?” 

 

http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=673899
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Two maxims to consider in all writing:  

1. Always spell check and proofread. Spell checker will not catch manger when you mean 
manager, or posses when you mean possess.  

2. Aim for consistency in every aspect of writing. This means words, abbreviations, punctuation, 
syntax and formatting are standardized throughout the entire paper.  

Citation & Documentation 

The typical documentation styles for different versions of ENGL302 are as follows: 

¶ Business: American Psychological Association (APA) 

¶ Humanities: Modern Language Association (MLA), Chicago Manual of Style (CMS, or simply 
Chicago) 

¶ Natural Sciences/Technology: Council of Biology Editors (CBE), Council of Science Editors 
(CSE), APA, Civil Engineering Citation Guide (CEC) 

¶ Social Sciences: APA 

Documentation Styles 

From Colorado State University’s Writing Guides web site: 

Research writing is how an academic community exchanges ideas and shares the results of their 
work. You may hear this community called a "discourse community". That's because its 
members belong to a specific discipline, like anthropology, Victorian literature or physics. The 
ongoing conversation between members of these communities helps further the work of 
individual contributors.  

Publishing is one of the ways in which these communities talk to each other: text-books, articles 
in professional journals and conference proceedings, for example, are part of the conversation. 
Collectively, they constitute a library of sources upon which any researcher may draw. To 
"borrow" from this library, participants in the conversation must document their use of these 
sources.  

Available to meet this requirement are a variety of documentation systems designed to fit the 
specific needs of different academic disciplines. In the humanities, for instance, the Modern 
Language Association (MLA) style is preferred, while in the social and natural sciences there is a 
larger tendency toward the American Psychological Association (APA) style.  

There are no hard and fast rules, however. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMS) is often used in 
both the humanities and the social sciences. In the "hard sciences" preferences run more to the 
Council of Biology Editors (CBE) style and the Civil Engineering Citation Guide (CEC).  

The following pages detail the “rules” of writing, coded for easy reference. Examples of correct usage 

are in bold italics. Review these before writing and when you edit your paper before submission. When 

your papers have been returned with feedback, any surface-level errors will be highlighted and noted 

with the codes so you can see why the marked passages are in error and ultimately correct them.   
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1.0 Using Source Material 
 
1.1 Any reference to another work, whether a quotation, paraphrase, or summary, must be 

cited within the text, and the source must be listed in the reference list with full 
bibliographical information in a style appropriate to the discipline.  

1.2 Introduce reference material so the reader understands the context. Musgrove, in his 
ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ά{ƭƻǿ t/ {ŀƭŜǎ aŜŀƴ .Ǌƛǎƪ CƛȄ-It .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣέ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘΧ   

1.3 A sentence in your paper should never consist solely of a quotation. (This shows good 
skills at copying and pasting, not using sources smartly.) 

1.4 If you use directly quoted material, select the key phrase or words which fit your text: 
Youthful radicals rebelled against the government, big business, and the traditional 
establishment resulting in what some consider άa mistaken interpretation of 
ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎέ όIŀƎȅ, 1997). 

1.5 Only block a quotation that is longer than four lines. Blocked quotes are aligned one 
indent from the left. 

1.6 Typically in disciplinary writing (except in literature), novels, works of fiction, are not 
used as source material. Non-fiction works can be referred to as books, articles, essays, 
or works. 

1.7 The most common method of citation is in-text citation. The citation should be simple 
and lead the reader directly to the bibliographical information for the source in the 
reference list. The citation should include the last name(s) of the author(s) (in the order 
listed in the publication), the year of publication, and the page number if the source 
material is a direct quotation. E.g.: (Beach, 2008, p. 140). URLs are not to be included in 
citations. 

1.8 If no author is attributed to your source material, provide the title in the citation: E.g.: 
όά¦ǎƛƴƎ !t!Σέ нллоύ. 

1.9 If there are two or three authors, all the authors’ last names are to be included in a 
parenthetical citation using the ampersand between the penultimate and final names. 
E.g.: (Beach & Arfstrom, 2008) or (Beach, Arfstrom & Matthews, 2008). 

1.10 When referring to multiple authors in a sentence, use and instead of the ampersand: In 
.ŜŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ !ǊŦǎǘǊƻƳΩǎ όнллуύ ǎǘǳŘȅΣΧ. If there are three to five authors, at the first 
reference, include all the names; in subsequent references, use the first author’s name 
and et al.  E.g.: .ŜŀŎƘΣ !ǊŦǎǘǊƻƳΣ aŀǘǘƘŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƛŀƳƻƴŘ  όнллуύ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘΧΦ Lƴ 
analyzing their data, Beach et al. posed tƘŜǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΥΧ  

1.11 The parenthetical citation is part of a sentence, so if it comes at the end of a sentence, 
the period goes after the citation regardless if a quotation ends the sentence. E.g.: 
Youthful radicals rebelled against the government, big business, and the traditional 
establishment resulting in what some consider άa mistaken interpretation of 
ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎέ όIŀƎȅΣ мффтύΦ    

1.12 The reference list (or bibliography or works cited) begins on a new page. NOTE: If 
submitting a paper electronically, the paper and reference list should be in one file, not 
separate files.  

1.13 In reference lists, use hanging indents—the first line of a reference is aligned with the 
left margin, and subsequent lines are indented. If using Word, highlight your complete 
reference list, click on Paragraph, then under Indentation: Special, select Hanging. 

1.14 References should be alphabetized by first author’s last name or, if no author is listed, 
the title of the reference. 
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1.15 References must list requisite bibliographical information: author, publication date, title, 
publication/publisher, publication information. E.g.: 
 
Beach, D. R. (2004). Up with which I will not put. Writing@Center, 7:2. Retrieved May 

20, 2009, from  
http://wac.gmu.edu/program/newsletter/archive/newsletter_spring2004.pdf 

 
1.16 Cite Internet sources as you would other sources, using the last name(s) of the author(s) 

or the title if there is no author listed. (You may have to search root directories for 
authors.)  

1.17 Never provide a URL as a citation; use the author’s name or title. 
1.18 If referencing a web site in your text, write out the name of the web site and include the 

URL in parentheses. E.g.: aŀǎƻƴΩǎ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ !ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ /ǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ²Ŝō {ƛǘŜ 
(http://wac.gmu.edu) offers many resources for both students and faculty. 
 

2.0 Grammar, Mechanics & Style 
 
2.1 Subject/Noun-Verb Agreement 

 
2.1.1 Subjects and verbs in a sentence must agree in number. 
2.1.2 One organization or political entity (county, state, country) is a singular noun 

and must take a singular verb. E.g.: Marshall Fields was a department store in 
Chicago. The United States considers its people equal in the eyes of the law. 

2.1.3 Sometimes, the subject may be singular, but a noun in a subsequent phrase is 
plural. A singular verb would be used with the subject; a plural verb would be 
used with the phrasal noun. E.g.: Kogalym (subject) today is (verb) one of the 
few Siberian oil towns (phrasal noun) which are (phrasal verb) almost 
habitable. 
 

2.2 Pronoun-Antecedent Agreement 
 
2.2.1 A pronoun must agree in number with its antecedent (referent noun). This is 

particularly a problem when referring to the generic 3rd person: A student 
(generic 3rd person) should do his or her (not their) work him- or her-self (not 
themselves). Obviously, that wording is awkward, so the easier thing to do is 
make the generic person plural: Students should do their work themselves. 

2.2.2 Refer to an organization or political entity (county, state, country) with a 
singular pronoun: The United States must enforce its laws. 
 

2.3 Grammar Issues: Nouns  
 
2.3.1 Collective Nouns 

2.3.1.1 There is no firm rule about the number of a verb governed by a 
singular collective noun. It is best to go by the sense—that is, 
whether the collective noun stands for a single entity (The council 
was elected in March, The Me Generation has run its course, The 
staff is loyal) or for its constituents (The council are at odds, The 
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preceding generation are all dead, The staff are at each other's 
throats).  

2.3.1.2 When “majority” is used in an abstract sense, it takes the singular; 
when it is used to denote the elements making up the majority, it 
should be plural. E.g.: A two-thirds majority is needed to amend 
the Constitution but A majority of the Senate were opposed to the 
amendment.  

2.3.1.3 A rule for “number”: The number is. . ., A number are. . .  
 

2.3.2 Count and Non-count Nouns (also see Section 2.7, Articles) 
 
2.3.2.1 Count nouns (concrete persons, places or things which can be 

counted) can take either the indefinite article (a/an) or the definite 
article (the), but can only take the indefinite article (a/an) if the 
noun is singular. E.g.: a book, an apple, the story, the stories. 

2.3.2.2 Non-count nouns (abstract concepts and words) only take the 
definite article (the) and are never in a plural form. E.g.: the 
furniture, the evidence, the research, the information, the 
consumption.  
 

2.3.3 Other Nouns 
 
2.3.3.1 A government, a party, a company (whether Exxon or Ernst and 

Young) and a partnership (Patton, Boggs & Blow) are all referred to 
the with singular pronoun forms (it, its) and take singular verbs. 

2.3.3.2 A country, even if its name looks plural, is singular. Thus The 
Philippines has a congressional system, as does the United States; 
the Netherlands does not. The United Nations and the European 
Union are also singular.  

2.3.3.3 Most nouns ending in –ics are singular when being used generally, 
and do not take the definite article. E.g.: acoustics, ballistics, 
dynamics, economics, kinetics, mathematics, mechanics, physics, 
politics and statics. Thus Economics is the dismal science, Politics is 
the art of the possible (Bismarck), Statics is a branch of physics.  

2.3.3.4 Some –ics nouns are plural when preceded by the, or the plus an 
adjective, or with a possessive. The politics of Afghanistan have a 
logic all their own, The dynamics of the dynasty were dynamite, 
The economics of publishing are uncertain. 

2.3.3.5 Antics, atmospherics, basics, graphics, histrionics, hysterics, tactics 
and statistics are all plural. Specifics is discouraged (use details). 
Demographics should be demography. 

2.3.3.6 Data and media are plural nouns and should take plural verbs.  
 

2.3.4 Possessive Nouns 
 
2.3.4.1 Possessive nouns can be tricky. It is fine to write a friend of Bill's, 

just as you would write a friend of mine, so you can also write a 
friend of Bill's and Carol's. But it is also fine to write a friend of Bill, 



6 
 

or a friend of Bill and Carol. What you must not write is Bill and 
Carol's friend. If you wish to use that construction, you must write 
Bill's and Carol's friend, which is cumbersome.  
 

2.4 Grammar Issues: Pronouns 
 
2.4.1 Use gender-neutral pronouns in any case when referring to generic people. Use 

they or their (always in reference to a plural noun) instead of he/his or 
she/hers. NOTE: If referring to an actual person, then the use of gendered 
pronouns is appropriate. E.g.: Mary lost her passport on the train.  

2.4.2 Use possessive pronouns before gerunds. Gerunds look like participles—
running, jumping, standing—but are more noun-like, and should never 
therefore be preceded by a personal pronoun. So the following are wrong: I was 
awoken by him snoring, He could not prevent them drowning, Please forgive me 
coming late. Those sentences should have ended: his snoring, their drowning, 
my coming late.  

2.4.3 Use reflexive pronouns (pronouns ending in –self or –selves) only when the 
subject is the same as the pronoun. E.g.: I saw myself in the mirror. The 
members of Congress gave themselves a raise. 
 

2.5 Grammar Issues: Verbs 
 
2.5.1 Use the subjunctive properly. If you are posing a hypothesis contrary to fact, 

you must use the subjunctive. E.g.: If I were you... or If Hitler were alive today, 
he could tell us whether he kept a diary.  

2.5.2 If the hypothesis may or may not be true, you do not use the subjunctive. E.g.: If 
this diary is not Hitler's, we shall be glad we did not publish it.  

2.5.3 If you have would in the main clause, you must use the subjunctive in the if 
clause. E.g.: If you were to disregard this rule, you would make a fool of 
yourself.  
 

2.6 Grammar Issues: Adjectives & Adverbs 
 
2.6.1 Nouns with superlative adjectives (adjectives ending in –est along with the 

adjectives best, most, worst, fewest…) are singular. E.g.: the best movie of the 
year, the strongest person on the team. 

2.6.2 When using “one of the…,” the comparative adjective must be used since a 
comparison is being made. E.g.: one of the worse times in my life, one of the 
better movies of 2009. 

2.6.3 Absolute words restrict possibilities. The following words—no, never, none, 
always, every, entirely, only—imply the statement must be true 100% of the 
time. 

2.6.4 The word “unique” does not take a modifier since “unique” refers to a singular 
case. E.g.: A unique flower is the rose would be correct; A more unique flower… 
would be incorrect since nothing can be “more unique.” 
 

2.7 Grammar Issues: Articles 
 



7 
 

2.7.1 A and an signal that the noun modified is indefinite, referring to any member of 
a group. 

2.7.2 Use an before a word with a vowel sound. E.g.: an apple, an hour, an operation, 
an ultrasound, an ylang-ylang tree BUT a house, a university, a youngster. 

2.7.3 The definite article the is used before singular and plural nouns when the noun 
is specific or particular. The signals that the noun is definite, that it refers to a 
particular member of a group. 

2.7.4 The can be used with non-count nouns, or the article can be omitted entirely. 
2.7.5 A/an can be used only with count nouns. 

 
2.8 Mechanics: Sentences & Clauses 

 
2.8.1 Fragment sentences are missing either a subject or verb. Sentences must always 

have a subject and verb. In this example, the second phrase shows a frequently-
seen fragment sentence: The study shows growth in the market sector. Which 
means the economy may be strengthening. To correct this, merge the two 
phrases together. E.g.: The study shows growth in the market sector which 
means the economy may be strengthening. 

2.8.2 Run-on sentences are those compound sentences (two or more complete 
sentences) which are not punctuated correctly. The four possible ways to 
punctuate run-on sentences (S) are these: 
2.8.2.1 S. S. 
2.8.2.2 S, conjunction S. 
2.8.2.3 S; transition, S. 
2.8.2.4 S; S. 

2.8.3 Use due to… clauses to modify nouns or phrases, and because of… clauses to 
modify verbs or verb phrases. E.g.: The plane crash was due to a malfunction 
(“due to a malfunction” modifies the noun “crash”).  The plane crashed 
because of a malfunction (“because of a malfunction” modifies the verb 
“crashed”). Typically, “due to…” clauses are the problematic clauses, so check to 
see whether the clause modifies a noun/noun phrase (in which case, the “due 
to…” clause would be correct), or a verb/verb phrase (in which case, change 
“due to” to “because of.”) 

2.8.4 Nonrestrictive clauses are adjective clauses that can be omitted from a 
sentence without affecting the basic meaning of the sentence. These clauses 
should be set off by commas. 

2.8.5 Restrictive clauses are adjective clauses that cannot be omitted from a 
sentence without affecting the basic meaning of the sentence. These clauses 
should not be set off by commas. 

2.8.6 Use who when referring to a subject noun, and whom when referring to an 
object noun. E.g.: Mary (subject) kissed John (object). Who kissed John? Whom 
did Mary kiss? 
 

2.9 Mechanics: Italics 
 
2.9.1 To denote a word as an example, italicize the word. E.g.: Data is a plural noun; 

the singular form is datum.  
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2.9.2 Italicize all non-English words and phrases (except those which have become 
part of the English language such as sauna, apartheid, machismo) should be 
italicized. Remember to put appropriate accents and diacritical marks on all 
foreign words in italics. (See Section 2.11.)  

2.9.3 Italicize titles of major works (books, journals, newspapers, films, plays, 
television shows, albums/CDs, anthologies, etc.). Use quotation marks around 
works within works (chapters, articles, acts/scenes, episodes, songs, stories in 
an anthology). E.g.: Peter and Allen's A Passion for Excellence; Mike 
Musgrove’s Washington Post article, “Slow PC Sales Mean Brisk Fix-It 
Business”; Scott Adams’s Dilbert in ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ tƻǎǘΩǎ “Business” section.  

2.9.4 Italicize names of lawsuits. E.g.: Brown v Board of Education, Coatsworth v 
Johnson. If abbreviated, versus should always be shortened to v, with no point 
after. 

2.9.5 Italicize names of ships, aircraft and spacecraft. E.g.: HMS Illustrious, Spirit of St 
Louis, Challenger, etc. (NOTE: A ship is she; a country is it.) 
 

2.10 Mechanics: Abbreviations 
 
2.10.1 Unless an abbreviation or acronym is so familiar that it is used more often than 

the full form (E.g.: BBC, CIA, FBI, HIV, IMF, NATO), or unless the full form would 
provide little illumination (E.g.: AWACS, DNA) write the words in full at the first 
reference, and place the abbreviation or acronym in parentheses directly after 
its name. E.g.: The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) is an auxiliary 
organization of the World Health Organization (WHO). Health officials at 
PAHO work towards improving medical conditions in North American, Latin 
America, and the Caribbean. 

2.10.2 If an abbreviation can be pronounced (E.g.: NAFTA, NATO, UNESCO), it does not 
generally require the definite article the. Other organizations, except 
companies, should usually be preceded by the (the BBC, the KGB, the NYSE). 

2.10.3 Abbreviations for elements, molecules and compounds should be written in 
correct scientific notation. E.g.: Pb for lead, CO2 for carbon dioxide, CH4 for 
methane. 

2.10.4 Exceptions: Currencies (SF, DKr, C$), measures (km, kg, lb, mph, kph), 
references to time (AM, PM, AD, BCE), company names (AT&T, BMW, CNN). 
 

2.11 Mechanics: Accents, Symbols, Super-/Sub-scripts 
 
2.11.1 If you use non-English words that include non-English letters or letters with 

accents or diacritical marks, insert the proper letter or mark. E.g.: á, ç, ð, è, æ, ä, 
ňΣ ƷΣ ǑΣ ǖΣ ǈ. 

2.11.2 Some currency symbols and other symbols are easily created and/or inserted in 
word processing software packages. E.g.: ϵΣ ϻΣ ϾΣ ΘΣ ϹΣ ˉΣ ϲΣ ϠΣ ϭΣ ϯΣ ѻΣ ΛΣ ϰΣ Ϥ. 
NOTE: If you use Microsoft Word, select Insert, Symbol. 

2.11.3 Use superscripts for footnote markers and exponential notations. E.g.: lopis 
exum2, x2 +  y2 = z2. 

2.11.4 Use subscripts for molecular structures. E.g.: CO2, CH4. 
 

2.12 Mechanics: Capitalization 

http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=673905
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=673907
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=738525
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2.12.1 The general rule is to dignify with capital letters organizations and institutions, 

but not people. 
2.12.2 Use upper case for ranks and titles when written in conjunction with a name, 

but lower case when on their own. E.g.: President Obama, but the president; 
Vice-President Biden, but the vice-president; General Powell, but the general; 
Pope Benedict XVI, but the pope; Queen Elizabeth II, but the queen. 

2.12.3 If you want to describe the office rather than the individual, use lower case. E.g.: 
The next president of the United States may be a woman. 

2.12.4 Organizations, departments, treaties, acts, etc., generally take upper case when 
their full name (or something pretty close to it, E.g.: State Department) is used. 
E.g.: European Union, Arab League, Amnesty International, the U.S. Congress, 
Department of Homeland Security, New York Police Department, Supreme 
Court, District Court of Appeals, George Mason University, the New York Stock 
Exchange, Treaty of Rome, the Americans with Disabilities Act, etc. 

2.12.5 Use upper case for definite geographical places, regions, areas and countries 
(The Hague, Pacific Rim, Australia), and for vague but recognized political or 
geographical areas: the Middle East, North Atlantic, East Asia, the West (as in 
the decline of the West), the Gulf, South-East Asia, Central America.  

2.12.6 Use lower case for east, west, north, south except when part of a name (East 
Germany, West Virginia, North Korea, South Africa) or when part of a group 
(the South, the East Coast).  

2.12.7 Use lower case if you are comparing mere geographic regions of the United 
States. E.g.: House prices in the northeast and the south are rising faster than 
those in the midwest and the southwest. 

2.12.8 When using the prefix e- (to denote electronic). except at the start of a 
sentence, use lower case. E.g.: e-business, e-commerce, e-mail.  

2.12.9 Capitalize Internet, the Net and the World Wide Web. Other computer terms 
are also usually lower case: dotcom, laptop, online, the web and website. CD-
ROM should be set in all upper case. 
 

2.13 Mechanics: Using Figures 
 
2.13.1 Never start a sentence with a numeral. E.g.:  Not 1,000,000 people live in Fairfax 

County but One million people live in Fairfax County. 
2.13.2 Avoid whenever possible starting a sentence with a number. E.g.: Instead of the 

above sentence, you could write: The population of Fairfax County is 1,000,000.  
2.13.3 Use figures for numerals greater than nine, and for all numerals that include a 

decimal point or a fraction (E.g.: 46, 5.25, 4¼). Use words for simple numerals 
from one to nine, except: in references to pages; in percentages (E.g.: 4%); and 
in sets of numerals, some of which are greater than 10. E.g.: Deaths from this 
cause in the past three years were 14, 9 and 6.  

2.13.4 Fractions should be hyphenated (one-half, three-quarters, etc) and, unless they 
are attached to whole numbers (8½, 29¾), spelled out in words, even when the 
figures are greater than nine. E.g.: He gave a tenth of his salary to the church, a 
twentieth to his mistress and a thirtieth to his wife.  

2.13.5 Do not compare a fraction with a decimal. E.g.: Avoid The rate fell from 3¼% to 
3.1%.  

http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=738514
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2.13.6 Use fractions for rough figures (e.g.: Kenya's population is growing at 3½% a 
year) and decimals for more exact ones (e.g.: The retail price index is rising at 
an annual rate of 10.6%).   

2.13.7 Use m for million, but spell out billion and higher numbers. E.g.: 8m, $8m, 8 
billion, $8 billion.  

2.13.8 Use 5,000-6,000, 5-6%, 5m-6m (not 5-6m) and 5 billion-6 billion. But sales rose 
from $5m to $6m (not $5m-$6m); estimates ranged between $5m and $6m 
(not $5m-$6m).  

2.13.9 Where to is being used as part of a ratio, it is usually best to spell it out. Thus 
They decided, by nine votes to two, to put the matter to the general assembly 
which voted, 27 to 19, to insist that the ratio of vodka to tomato juice in a 
Bloody Mary should be at least one to three, though the odds of this being so 
in most bars were put at no better than 11 to 4. Where a ratio is being used 
adjectivally, figures and hyphens may be used, but only if one of the figures is 
greater than ten: thus a 50-20 vote, a 19-9 vote. Otherwise, spell out the figures 
and use to: a two-to-one vote, a ten-to-one probability.  

2.13.10 Do not use a hyphen in place of to except with figures: He received a sentence 
of 15-20 years in jail but He promised to have escaped within three to four 
weeks.  

2.13.11 With figures, use a person or per person, a year or per year, not per caput, per 
capita or per annum.  

2.13.12 Use the sign % instead of per cent. But write percentage, not %age (though in 
most contexts proportion or share is preferable). A fall from 4% to 2% is a drop 
of two percentage points, or of 50%, but not of 2%. 
 

2.14 Mechanics: Hyphens   
 
2.14.1 Use hyphens with fractions, whether nouns or adjectives. E.g.: two-thirds, four-

fifths, one-sixth, etc. 
2.14.2 Use hyphens with most words that begin with anti, non and neo. E.g.: anti-

aircraft, anti-fascist, anti-submarine (but antibiotic, anticlimax, antidote, 
antiseptic, antitrust); non-combatant, non-existent, non-payment, non-violent 
(but nonaligned, nonconformist, nonplussed, nonstop); neo-conservative, neo-
liberal (but neoclassicism, neolithic, neologism).  

2.14.3 Use hyphens for words that become unmanageably long with the addition of a 
prefix. E.g.: under-secretary and inter-governmental.  

2.14.4 Use a hyphen with a sum followed by the word “worth.” E.g.: $25m-worth of 
goods. 
 

2.15 Style 
 
2.15.1 Write out all words in formal papers, avoiding contractions such as don't, isn't, 

can't, won't, etc.  
2.15.2 Stay in 3rd person, avoiding the 2nd person you and its forms (your, yours, 

yourself), including 2nd person imperative verbs (Consider the effects…). 
2.15.3 Use etc. or et al. sparingly, if at all. 
2.15.4 Instead of a lot of or lots of, use a one-word modifier (many, much, some). 

http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=738537
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=673933
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2.15.5 Use gender-neutral terminology whenever referring to generic positions. E.g.: 
chairperson, postal carrier, fire fighter. 

2.15.6 Very, a qualifier of ambiguous value, is an overused word. Omit it.  
 

 
3.0 Punctuation 

 
3.1 Apostrophes  

 
3.1.1 Use the normal possessive ending 's after singular words or names that end in 

“s”: boss's, caucus's, St James's, Jones's. Use it after plurals that do not end in 
“s”: children's, Frenchmen's, media's.  

3.1.2 Use the ending s' on plurals that end in “s”—Danes', bosses', Joneses'. 
3.1.3 Although singular in other respects, the United States, the United Nations, the 

Philippines, etc, have a plural possessive apostrophe. E.g.: Who will be the 
United States' next president?  

3.1.4 Do not put apostrophes into decades: the 1990s. 
 

3.2 Brackets  
 
3.2.1 Brackets should be used for interpretations in direct quotations: ά[Ŝǘ ǘƘŜƳ ώǘƘŜ 

ǇƻƻǊϐ Ŝŀǘ ŎŀƪŜΦέ To use parentheses implies that the words inside them were 
part of the original text from which you are quoting. 

3.2.2 Use brackets around the Latin word “sic” to indicate an error in an original 
quotation. E.g.: ά¢ƘŜ !ŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ wŜŎƛŜǾŀōƭŜ ώǎƛŎϐ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
13th ŦƭƻƻǊΦέ By acknowledging the error in the original quotation, you are 
absolved of including a misspelled word in your own text. 
 

3.3 Colons  
 
3.3.1 Use a colon to introduce a list. E.g.: They brought presents: gold, frankincense 

and oil at $35 a barrel.  
3.3.2 Use a colon before a whole quoted sentence, but not before a quotation that 

begins in mid-sentence. E.g.: {ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΥ άLǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǿƻǊƪΦέ IŜ ǊŜǘƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ 
ƘŀŘ άŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ.έ 
 

3.4 Commas 
  
3.4.1 Use commas as an aid to understanding. Too many in one sentence can be 

confusing.  
3.4.2 It is not always necessary to put a comma after a short phrase at the start of a 

sentence if no natural pause exists there. E.g.: On August 2nd he invaded. or 
Next time the world will be prepared. But a comma is needed after longer 
passages. E.g.: When it was plain that Hussein had his eyes on Saudi Arabia as 
well as Kuwait, the United States responded.  

3.4.3 Use two commas, or none at all, when inserting a clause in the middle of a 
sentence. E.g.: Use two commas, or none at all, when insertingΧ or Use two 
commas or none at all when insertingΧ   

http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=673911
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=841359
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=673943
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=805693
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=805695
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3.4.4 If the clause ends with a parenthesis, which is not uncommon (as this one 
does), the parenthesis should be followed by a comma.  

3.4.5 Commas can alter the sense of a phrase. To write Mozart's 40th symphony, in 
G minor, with commas indicates that this symphony was written in G minor. 
Without commas, Mozart's 40th symphony in G minor suggests he wrote 39 
other symphonies in G minor.  

3.4.6 Do not put a comma before and at the end of a sequence of items unless one 
of the items includes another “and.” E.g.: The doctor suggested an aspirin, half 
a grapefruit and a cup of broth. But he ordered scrambled eggs, whisky and 
soda, and a selection from the cart.  

3.4.7 Do not put commas after question-marks, even when they would be separated 
by quotation marks: άaŀȅ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎΚέ ƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘΦ 
 

3.5 Dashes 
  
3.5.1 Use two hyphens--without any spaces between the words and hyphens--to 

indicate a dash. Some word processing packages automatically convert two 
hyphens to a dash. 

3.5.2 Use dashes in pairs for parenthesis, but not more than one pair per sentence, 
ideally not more than one pair per paragraph.  

3.5.3 Use a dash to introduce an explanation, amplification, paraphrase, 
particularization or correction of what immediately precedes it. Use it to gather 
up the subject of a long sentence. Use it to introduce a paradoxical or 
whimsical ending to a sentence. 
 

3.6 Quotation Marks  
 
3.6.1 Periods and commas always go inside quotation marks in American English; 

colons and semi-colons always go outside quotation marks. (The reverse is the 
case for British English. I don't know why.) Question and exclamation marks go 
either inside or outside depending on the context of the phrase.  

3.6.2 Use single quotation marks only for quotations within quotations. E.g.: ά²ƘŜƴ L 
write ΨƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅΣΩ L ƳŜŀƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ !ǇǊƛƭΣέ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻƪŜǎǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ 
 

3.7 Semi-colons  
 
3.7.1 Use semi-colons to separate two complete sentences that are closely related. 

E.g.: She ate pizza; he ate pasta. 
3.7.2 Use semi-colons when separating two complete sentences which include a 

transition word or phrase (however, therefore, on the other hand). E.g.: We 
thought our hypothesis would be correct; however, when we analyzed the 
data, we found it was incorrect. 

3.7.3 Use semi-colons to distinguish phrases listed after a colon if commas will not 
do the job clearly. E.g.: They agreed on only three points: the ceasefire should 
be immediate; it should be internationally supervised, preferably by the EU; 
and a peace conference should be held, either in Brussels or Strasbourg. 

  

http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=805697
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=805701
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/index.cfm?page=805705
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4.0 Formatting 
 
4.1 Use a white background and dark (preferably black) font color.  

4.2 Use a standard 11- or 12-point font (Times New Roman, Arial, Calibri, Tahoma, 

Verdana , Courier ).  
4.3 Your name, the course ID (Example: ENGL302-BN4), and the due date should be in the 

upper left or right corner of the document. There is no need for cover/title page. 
4.4 Change due dates on revised papers. 
4.5 Your name should only be on the first page. 
4.6 Use the same font style for the entire paper: text, title, name, headers, footers, 

headings, citations, references, etc. 
4.7 Double-space all text.  
4.8 Section headings should be in bold font.  
4.9 All work should be titled with a unique title, not the name of the assignment.  E.g. 

Knowing Your Discipline would not be a unique title; Delving into the Knowledge of 
Financial Analysis would be a unique title.  

4.10 The title should be in bold font, same style as the text, and centered without any 
punctuation (unless, grammatically, there needs to be punctuation). All major words 
(the first word, nouns, verbs *including “Is” or “Are”+, adjectives, adverbs) in the title 
must be capitalized. Do not italicize or underline the title.  

4.11 The document should have 1” margins on all four sides. Many word processing 
software packages have set the left and right margin defaults at 1¼”; you will need to 
change these.  

4.12 Only align the left margin, not both margins. 
4.13 Page numbers should appear in the upper right corner or bottom center of the 

document pages. The page numbers should be in the same font style and size as the 
text of your document. If submitting a printed paper, all pages should be stapled 
together in order. 

4.14 Indent the first line of each paragraph ½” (typically one tab). 
4.15 Do not skip a space as a means of indentation.  
4.16 A section heading should not be by itself at the bottom of a page. Move it to the top of 

the next page so it will be with its section. 
4.17 When inserting an illustration (image, graph, chart, table) into a paper, consider its 

positioning carefully.  
4.18 Consider the illustration’s original size in relation to your text. It may have to be 

reduced or enlarged depending on its original size.  
4.19 If wrapping text with an illustration, wrap to the left or the right. Never have text on 

both sides of the illustration. 
4.20 Label each illustration using the appropriate label (Table, Chart, Image, Graph with 

incremental numbers). 
4.21 Illustrations should be introduced in the text: The chart below indicates the market 

trends from 2006 to 2008.  
4.22 If the illustration comes from a source, provide the source information underneath the 

illustration. 
4.23 An illustration (image, graph, chart, table) should have a space above and below it.  
4.24 A heading should never be on a line by itself at the bottom of a page. If it is by itself, 

move it to the next page. 
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CHECKLIST FOR DRAFTS AND REVISIONS  

1. Does the title uniquely identify what is to be found in the paper? 

2. Do I have my name, course, and the current due date on the paper? 

3. Are the pages numbered? 

4. Are the margins set at 1" on each side? 

5. Is only the left margin aligned? 

6. Is each paragraph indented one-half inch? 

7. Are citations properly formatted in the required style? (Double check by going to Documentation Resources at 
http://classweb.gmu.edu/dbeach/composition/documentation.html.) 

8. Are only authors, titles, or organizations listed in the citations? (I.e., no URLs!) 

9. When there are citations at the end of sentences in parentheses, are the periods outside the final parenthesis? 

10. Are all periods and commas inside quotation marks? 

11. Have all words been written out instead of being contracted? (As in "do not" instead of "don't") 

12. Is the paper written in an objective, third person without using "you" or any of its forms? 

13. Have all occurrences of "very" been removed? 

14. Do all nouns and verbs agree in number? 

15. Do all pronouns and referents (the nouns they name) agree in number? 

16. Are all the verbs in the proper tense? 

17. Does each paragraph focus on one idea? 

18. Do the paragraphs transition into each other fluidly? 

19. Whenever an abbreviation is used (such as GMU), is the full name written out at the first reference? 

20. Are all large publication titles (i.e., books, journals, magazine) italicized? 

21. Have long quotations been summarized and paraphrased and put in the context of YOUR writing? 

22. Have any "due to..." clauses been used properly? ("Due to..." clauses modify noun phrases; "because of..." 
clauses modify verb phrase. "Because of..." clauses are rarely misused. Determine what the clause modifies and 
change accordingly.) 

23. Are "who" and "whom" used properly? (Use "who" when the person is in the subject position, and "whom" 
when the person is in the object position. E.g.: Mary kissed John. Who kissed John? Whom did Mary kiss?) 

24. Are sources documented properly in an appropriate style? (Double check by going to Documentation Resources 
at http://classweb.gmu.edu/dbeach/composition/documentation.html.) 

25. Has the paper been spell-checked and proofread? Note: manger, costumer, and posses are all correctly spelled 
words, but if you mean manager, customer, or possess, then those words are misspelled. 

http://classweb.gmu.edu/dbeach/composition/documentation.html
http://classweb.gmu.edu/dbeach/composition/documentation.html

