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259joining ideas • with and, but, etc. P1-a

P1 The comma

The comma was invented to help readers. Without it, sentence parts 
can collide into one another unexpectedly, causing misreadings.

CONFUSING If you cook Elmer will do the dishes.

CONFUSING  While we were eating a rattlesnake approached our 
campsite.

Add commas in the logical places (after cook and eating), and sud-
denly all is clear. No longer is Elmer being cooked, the rattlesnake 
being eaten.
 Various rules have evolved to prevent such misreadings and to 
speed readers along through complex grammatical structures. Those 
rules are detailed in this section. (P2 explains when not to use commas.)

P1-a Use a comma before a coordinating conjunction 
joining independent clauses.

When a coordinating conjunction connects two or more independent 
clauses — word groups that could stand alone as separate sentences — a 
comma must precede the conjunction. There are seven coordinating 
conjunctions in English: and, but, or, nor, for, so, and yet.
 A comma tells readers that one independent clause has come to a 
close and that another is about to begin.

 

^

 � The department sponsored a seminar on college survival skills,

and it also hosted a barbecue for new students.

EXCEPTION: If the two independent clauses are short and there is no 
danger of misreading, the comma may be omitted.

The plane took off and we were on our way.

TIP: As a rule, do not use a comma to separate coordinate word groups 
that are not independent clauses. (See P2-a.)

 � A good money manager controls expenses,/ and invests surplus

dollars to meet future needs.

The word group following and is not an independent clause; it is the 
second half of a compound predicate (controls . . . and invests).

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
> Punctuation and mechanics > P1–8 to P1–10
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P1-b Use a comma after an introductory phrase or 
clause.

The most common introductory word groups are phrases and clauses 
functioning as adverbs. Such word groups usually tell when, where, 
how, why, or under what conditions the main action of the sentence 
occurred. (See B3-a, B3-b, and B3-e.)
 A comma tells readers that the introductory phrase or clause has 
come to a close and that the main part of the sentence is about to 
begin.

 ^

 � Near a small stream at the bottom of the canyon, the park

rangers discovered an abandoned mine.

The comma tells readers that the introductory prepositional phrase has 
come to a close.

 ^

 � When Irwin was ready to iron, his cat tripped on the extension

cord.

Without the comma, readers may have Irwin ironing his cat. The comma 
signals that his cat is the subject of a new clause, not part of the introduc-
tory one.

EXCEPTION: The comma may be omitted after a short adverb clause 
or phrase if there is no danger of misreading.

In no time we were at 2,800 feet.

 Sentences also frequently begin with participial phrases describ-
ing the noun or pronoun immediately following them. The comma 
tells readers that they are about to learn the identity of the person or 
thing described; therefore, the comma is usually required even when 
the phrase is short. (See B3-b.)

 ^

 � Thinking his motorcade drive through Dallas was routine, 

President Kennedy smiled and waved at the crowds.

 ^

 � Buried under layers of younger rocks, the earth’s oldest rocks

contain no fossils.

NOTE: Other introductory word groups include transitional expres-
sions and absolute phrases (see P1-f ).
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between adjectives P1-d

P1-c Use a comma between all items in a series.

When three or more items are presented in a series, those items 
should be separated from one another with commas. Items in a series 
may be single words, phrases, or clauses.

 

^

 � Bubbles of air, leaves, ferns, bits of wood, and insects are often

found trapped in amber.

 � Langston Hughes’s poetry is concerned with racial pride,
 

^
social justice, and the diversity of the African American 

experience.

 Although some writers view the comma between the last two items 
as optional, most experts advise using the comma because its omission 
can result in ambiguity or misreading.

 

^

 � David willed his oldest niece all of his property, houses, and 

warehouses.

Did Uncle David will his property and houses and warehouses — or sim-
ply his property, consisting of houses and warehouses? If the former 
meaning is intended, a comma is necessary to prevent ambiguity.

 � The activities include touring the White House, visiting the Air and
 

^
Space Museum, attending a lecture about the Founding Fathers,

and kayaking on the Potomac River.

Without the comma, the activities might seem to include a lecture about 
kayaking, not participating in kayaking. The comma makes it clear that 
kayaking on the Potomac River is a separate item in the series.

P1-d Use a comma between coordinate adjectives 
not joined with and. Do not use a comma between 
cumulative adjectives.

When two or more adjectives each modify a noun separately, they are 
coordinate.

Roberto is a warm, gentle, affectionate father.
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TEST: If the adjectives can be joined with and, the adjectives are 
coordinate, so you should use commas: warm and gentle and affec-
tionate (warm, gentle, affectionate).
 Adjectives that do not modify the noun separately are cumulative.

Three large gray shapes moved slowly toward us.

Beginning with the adjective closest to the noun shapes, these modifi-
ers lean on one another, piggyback style, with each modifying a larger 
word group. Gray modifies shapes, large modifies gray shapes, and 
three modifies large gray shapes. Cumulative adjectives cannot be 
joined with and (not three and large and gray shapes).

COORDINATE ADJECTIVES

 

^

 � Should patients with severe, irreversible brain damage

be put on life support systems?

CUMULATIVE ADJECTIVES

 � Ira ordered a rich,/ chocolate, / layer cake.

P1-e Use commas to set off  nonrestrictive elements. 
Do not use commas to set off  restrictive elements.

Certain word groups that modify nouns or pronouns can be restrictive 
or nonrestrictive — that is, essential or not essential to the meaning of 
a sentence. These word groups are usually adjective clauses, adjective 
phrases, or appositives.

Restrictive elements 

A restrictive element defines or limits the meaning of the word it modi-
fies; it is therefore essential to the meaning of the sentence and is not 
set off with commas. If you remove a restrictive modifier from a sen-
tence, the meaning changes significantly, becoming more general than 
you intended.

RESTRICTIVE (NO COMMAS)

The campers need clothes that are durable.

Scientists who study the earth’s structure are called geologists.

The first sentence does not mean that the campers need clothes in gen-
eral. The intended meaning is more limited: The campers need durable 
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essential and nonessential modifiers

clothes. The second sentence does not mean that scientists in general 
are called geologists; only those scientists who specifically study the 
earth’s structure are called geologists. The italicized word groups are 
essential and are therefore not set off with commas.

Nonrestrictive elements

A nonrestrictive modifier describes a noun or pronoun whose meaning 
has already been clearly defined or limited. Because the modifier con-
tains nonessential or parenthetical information, it is set off with com-
mas. If you remove a nonrestrictive element from a sentence, the 
meaning does not change dramatically. Some meaning may be lost, but 
the defining characteristics of the person or thing described remain the 
same.

NONRESTRICTIVE (WITH COMMAS)

The campers need sturdy shoes, which are expensive.

The scientists, who represented eight different universities, met to 
review applications for the prestigious O’Hara Award.

In the first sentence, the campers need sturdy shoes, and the shoes 
happen to be expensive. In the second sentence, the scientists met to 
review applications for the O’Hara Award; that they represented eight 
different universities is informative but not critical to the meaning of 
the sentence. The nonessential information in both sentences is set off 
with commas.

NOTE: Often it is difficult to tell whether a word group is restrictive 
or nonrestrictive without seeing it in context and considering the 
writer’s meaning. Both of the following sentences are grammatically 
correct, but their meaning is slightly different.

The dessert made with fresh raspberries was delicious.

The dessert, made with fresh raspberries, was delicious.

In the first example, the phrase made with fresh raspberries tells readers 
which of two or more desserts the writer is referring to. In the example 
with commas, the phrase merely adds information about the dessert.

Adjective clauses

Adjective clauses are patterned like sentences, containing subjects and 
verbs, but they function within sentences as modifiers of nouns or pro-
nouns. They always follow the word they modify, usually immediately. 
Adjective clauses begin with a relative pronoun (who, whom, whose, 
which, that) or with a relative adverb (where, when). (See B3-e.)
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 Nonrestrictive adjective clauses are set off with commas; restric-
tive adjective clauses are not.

NONRESTRICTIVE CLAUSE (WITH COMMAS)

 

 ̂ ^

 � Ed’s house, which is located on thirteen acres, was completely

furnished with bats in the rafters and mice in the kitchen.

The adjective clause which is located on thirteen acres does not restrict 
the meaning of Ed’s house; the information is nonessential and is there-
fore enclosed in commas.

RESTRICTIVE CLAUSE (NO COMMAS)

 � The giant panda,/ that was born at the San Diego Zoo in 2003,/ was

sent to China in 2007.

Because the adjective clause that was born at the San Diego Zoo in 2003 
identifies one particular panda out of many, the information is essential 
and is therefore not enclosed in commas.

NOTE: Use that only with restrictive (essential) clauses. Many writers 
prefer to use which only with nonrestrictive (nonessential) clauses, but 
usage varies.

Adjective phrases

Prepositional or verbal phrases functioning as adjectives may be restric-
tive or nonrestrictive. (See B3-a and B3-b.) Nonrestrictive phrases are 
set off with commas; restrictive phrases are not.

NONRESTRICTIVE PHRASE (WITH COMMAS)

 

^

 � The helicopter, with its million-candlepower spotlight 
 

 ̂
illuminating the area, circled above.

The with phrase is nonessential because its purpose is not to specify 
which of two or more helicopters is being discussed.

RESTRICTIVE PHRASE (NO COMMAS)

 � One corner of the attic was filled with newspapers,/ dating from

the early 1900s.
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with word groups that rename • with however, therefore

Dating from the early 1900s restricts the meaning of newspapers, so the 
comma should be omitted.

 � The bill,/ proposed by the Illinois representative,/ would lower

taxes and provide services for middle-income families.

Proposed by the Illinois representative identifies exactly which bill is meant.

Appositives

An appositive is a noun or noun phrase that renames a nearby noun. 
Nonrestrictive appositives are set off with commas; restrictive apposi-
tives are not.

NONRESTRICTIVE APPOSITIVE (WITH COMMAS)

 

 ̂ ^

 � Darwin’s most important book, On the Origin of Species, was the

result of many years of research.

Most important restricts the meaning to one book, so the appositive On 
the Origin of Species is nonrestrictive and should be set off with commas.

RESTRICTIVE APPOSITIVE (NO COMMAS)

 � The song,/ “Viva la Vida,/  ” was blasted out of huge amplifiers at the

concert.

Once they’ve read song, readers still don’t know precisely which song the 
writer means. The appositive following song restricts its meaning, so the 
appositive should not be enclosed in commas.

P1-f Use commas to set off  transitional and 
parenthetical expressions, absolute phrases,  
and word groups expressing contrast.

Transitional expressions

Transitional expressions serve as bridges between sentences or parts 
of sentences. They include conjunctive adverbs such as however, 
therefore, and moreover and transitional phrases such as for example, 
as a matter of fact, and in other words. (For complete lists of these 
expressions, see P3-a.)
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 When a transitional expression appears between independent 
clauses in a compound sentence, it is preceded by a semicolon and is 
usually followed by a comma. (See P3-a.)
 

^

 � Minh did not understand our language; moreover, he was 

unfamiliar with our customs.

 When a transitional expression appears at the beginning of a sen-
tence or in the middle of an independent clause, it is usually set off 
with commas.

 

^

 � As a matter of fact, American football was established by fans

who wanted to play a more organized game of rugby.

 

 ̂ ^

 � Natural foods are not always salt free; celery, for example,

contains more sodium than most people would imagine.

EXCEPTION: If a transitional expression blends smoothly with the rest 
of the sentence, calling for little or no pause in reading, it does not need 
to be set off with a comma. Expressions such as also, at least, certainly, 
consequently, indeed, of course, moreover, no doubt, perhaps, then, and 
therefore do not always call for a pause.

Alice’s bicycle is broken; therefore you will need to borrow Sue’s.

Parenthetical expressions

Expressions that are distinctly parenthetical, providing only supple-
mental information, should be set off with commas.

 

 ̂ ^

 � Evolution, as far as we know, doesn’t work this way.

 

^

 � The bass weighed about twelve pounds, give or take a few ounces.

Absolute phrases

An absolute phrase, which modifies the whole sentence, usually con-
sists of a noun followed by a participle or participial phrase. (See B3-d.) 
Absolute phrases may appear at the beginning or at the end of a sen-
tence. Wherever they appear, they should be set off with commas.

 ABSOLUTE PHRASE

 N PARTICIPLE

The sun appearing for the first time in a week, we were at last able 
to begin the archaeological dig. 
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with yes and no • with direct quotations

 

^

 � Elvis Presley made music industry history in the 1950s, his 

records having sold more than ten million copies.

NOTE: Do not insert a comma between the noun and the participle in 
an absolute construction.

 � The next contestant,/ being five years old, the emcee adjusted the

height of the microphone.

Word groups expressing contrast

Sharp contrasts beginning with words such as not, never, and unlike 
are set off with commas.

 

 ̂ ^

 � The Epicurean philosophers sought mental, not bodily, pleasures.

 

^

 � Unlike Robert, Celia loved dance contests.

P1-g Use commas to set off  words and phrases 
according to convention.

Direct address, yes and no
 

 ̂ ^

 � Forgive me, Angela, for forgetting your birthday.

 

^

 � Yes, the loan will probably be approved.

Interrogative tags, mild interjections
 

^

 � The film was faithful to the book, wasn’t it?

 

^

 � Well, cases like these are difficult to decide.

Direct quotations

 � In his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” Martin Luther King Jr. 
 

^
wrote, “We know through painful experience that freedom is never

voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the

oppressed” (225).
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^

 � “Happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance,” says

Charlotte Lucas in Pride and Prejudice, a novel that ends with two

happy marriages (ch. 6; 69).

See P5-a on the use of quotation marks and pages 397–98 on citing 
literary sources in MLA style.

Dates

In dates, the year is set off from the rest of the sentence with a pair of 
commas.

 

^

 

^

 � On December 12, 1890, orders were sent out for the arrest of

Sitting Bull.

EXCEPTIONS: Commas are not necessary if the date is inverted or if 
only the month and year are given.

The security alert system went into effect on 15 April 2009.

January 2008 was an extremely cold month.

Addresses

The elements of an address or a place name are separated with com-
mas. A zip code, however, is not preceded by a comma.

 

^

 

^

 � John Lennon was born in Liverpool, England, in 1940.

 

^

 � Please send the package to Greg Tarvin at 708 Spring Street,
 

^
Washington, IL 61571.

Personal titles

If a title follows a name, separate the title from the rest of the sen-
tence with a pair of commas.

 

^

 

^

 � Sandra Belinsky, MD, has been appointed to the hospital board.

Numbers

In numbers more than four digits long, use commas to separate the 
numbers into groups of three, starting from the right. In numbers 
four digits long, a comma is optional.
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unnecessary commas • for compound word groups P2-a

 3,500  [or 3500]

 100,000

 5,000,000

EXCEPTIONS: Do not use commas in street numbers, zip codes, tele-
phone numbers, or years with four or fewer digits.

P1-h Use a comma to prevent confusion.

In certain situations, a comma is necessary to prevent confusion. If 
the writer has intentionally left out a word or phrase, for example, a 
comma may be needed to signal the omission.

 

^

 � To err is human; to forgive, divine.

 If two words in a row echo each other, a comma may be needed 
for ease of reading.

 

^

 � All of the catastrophes that we had feared might happen,

happened.

 Sometimes a comma is needed to prevent readers from grouping 
words in ways that do not match the writer’s intention.

 

^

 � Patients who can, walk up and down the halls several times

a day.

P2 Unnecessary commas

Many common misuses of the comma result from misunderstanding 
of the major comma rules presented in P1.

P2-a Do not use a comma between compound elements 
that are not independent clauses.

Though a comma should be used before a coordinating conjunction join-
ing independent clauses (see P1-a), this rule should not be extended to 
other compound word groups.

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
> Punctuation and mechanics >  P2–3 and P2–4
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 � Marie Curie discovered radium,/ and later applied her work 

on radioactivity to medicine.

And links two verbs in a compound predicate: discovered and applied.

 � Jake told us that his illness is serious,/ but that changes in

his lifestyle can improve his chances for survival.

The coordinating conjunction but links two subordinate clauses, each 
beginning with that: that his illness is serious and that changes in his 
lifestyle. . . .

P2-b Do not use a comma to separate a verb from its 
subject or object.

A sentence should flow from subject to verb to object without unneces-
sary pauses. Commas may appear between these major sentence ele-
ments only when a specific rule calls for them.

 � Zoos large enough to give the animals freedom to roam,/ are

becoming more popular.

The comma should not separate the subject, Zoos, from the verb, are 
becoming.

 � Maxine Hong Kingston writes,/ that many Chinese

American families struggle “to figure out how the invisible

world the emigrants built around our childhoods fits in

solid America” (107).

The comma should not separate the verb, writes, from its object, the subor-
dinate clause beginning with that. A signal phrase ending in a word like 
writes or says is followed by a comma only when a direct quotation immedi-
ately follows: Kingston writes, “Those of us in the first American generations 
have had to figure out how the invisible world . . .” (107). (See also P5-e.)

P2-c Do not use a comma before the first or after the 
last item in a series.

Though commas are required between items in a series (P1-c), do not 
place them either before or after the whole series.

Writing 
with 
sources

MLA-style 
citation
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a series • between adjectives • with essential word groups

 � Other causes of asthmatic attacks are,/ stress, change in 

temperature, and cold air.

 � Ironically, even novels that focus on horror, evil, and alienation,/

often have themes of spiritual renewal and redemption.

P2-d Do not use a comma between cumulative 
adjectives, between an adjective and a noun, or  
between an adverb and an adjective.

Commas are required between coordinate adjectives (those that can be 
joined with and), but they do not belong between cumulative adjectives 
(those that cannot be joined with and). (For a full discussion, see P1-d.)

 � In the corner of the closet, we found an old,/ maroon hatbox.

 A comma should never be used between an adjective and the 
noun that follows it.

 � It was a senseless, dangerous,/ mission.

 Nor should a comma be used between an adverb and an adjective 
that follows it.

 � The Hillside is a good home for severely,/ disturbed youths.

P2-e Do not use commas to set off  restrictive or mildly 
parenthetical elements.

Restrictive elements are modifiers or appositives that restrict the 
meaning of the nouns they follow. Because they are essential to the 
meaning of the sentence, they are not set off with commas. (For a full 
discussion of restrictive and nonrestrictive elements, see P1-e.)

 � Drivers,/ who think they own the road,/ make cycling a dangerous

sport.

The modifier who think they own the road restricts the meaning of Driv-
ers and is therefore essential to the meaning of the sentence. Putting 
commas around the who clause falsely suggests that all drivers think 
they own the road.
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 � Margaret Mead’s book,/ Coming of Age in Samoa,/ stirred up

considerable controversy when it was published in 1928.

Since Mead wrote more than one book, the appositive contains informa-
tion essential to the meaning of the sentence.

 Although commas should be used with distinctly parenthetical 
expressions (see P1-f ), do not use them to set off elements that are 
only mildly parenthetical.

 � Texting has,/ essentially,/ replaced e-mail for casual communication.

P2-f Do not use a comma to set off  a concluding adverb 
clause that is essential to the meaning of the sentence.

When adverb clauses introduce a sentence, they are nearly always 
followed by a comma (see P1-b). When they conclude a sentence, how-
ever, they are not set off by commas if their content is essential to the 
meaning of the earlier part of the sentence. Adverb clauses beginning 
with after, as soon as, because, before, if, since, unless, until, and when 
are usually essential.

 � Don’t visit Paris at the height of the tourist season,/ unless you

have booked hotel reservations.

Without the unless clause, the meaning of the sentence might at first 
seem broader than the writer intended.

 When a concluding adverb clause is nonessential, it should be 
preceded by a comma. Clauses beginning with although, even though, 
though, and whereas are usually nonessential.

 

^

 � The lecture seemed to last only a short time, although the clock

said it had gone on for more than an hour.

P2-g Do not use a comma after a phrase that begins an 
inverted sentence.

Though a comma belongs after most introductory phrases (see P1-b), 
it does not belong after phrases that begin an inverted sentence. In 
an inverted sentence, the subject follows the verb, and a phrase that 
ordinarily would follow the verb is moved to the beginning.
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to separate verb from subject or object • other misuses

 � At the bottom of the hill,/ sat the stubborn mule.

P2-h Avoid other common misuses of the comma.

Do not use a comma in the following situations.

AFTER A COORDINATING CONJUNCTION (AND, BUT, OR, NOR, FOR, 
SO, YET )

 � Occasionally TV talk shows are performed live, but,/ more

often they are taped.

AFTER SUCH AS OR LIKE

 � Shade-loving plants such as,/ begonias, impatiens, and

coleus can add color to a shady garden.

BEFORE THAN

 � Touring Crete was more thrilling for us,/ than visiting the

Greek islands frequented by the rich.

AFTER ALTHOUGH

 � Although,/ the air was balmy, the water was too cold for 

swimming.

BEFORE A PARENTHESIS

 � At InterComm, Sylvia began at the bottom,/ (with only

three and a half walls and a swivel chair), but within three

years she had been promoted to supervisor.

TO SET OFF AN INDIRECT (REPORTED) QUOTATION

 � Samuel Goldwyn once said,/ that a verbal contract isn’t

worth the paper it’s written on.

WITH A QUESTION MARK OR AN EXCLAMATION POINT

 � “Why don’t you try it?,/ ” she coaxed. “You can’t do any

worse than the rest of us.”
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P3 The semicolon and the colon

The semicolon is used to connect major sentence elements of equal 
grammatical rank (see P3-a and P3-b). The colon is used primarily to 
call attention to the words that follow it (see P3-d). In addition, the 
colon has some conventional uses (see P3-e). 

P3-a Use a semicolon with independent clauses.

Between independent clauses with no coordinating conjunction

When two independent clauses appear in one sentence, they are usually 
linked with a comma and a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, 
for, so, yet). The coordinating conjunction signals the relation between 
the clauses. If the clauses are closely related and the relation is clear 
without a conjunction, they may be linked with a semicolon instead.

In film, a low-angle shot makes the subject look powerful; a  
high-angle shot does just the opposite.

 A semicolon must be used whenever a coordinating conjunction 
has been omitted between independent clauses. To use merely a comma 
creates a type of run-on sentence known as a comma splice. (See G6.)

 � In 1800, a traveler needed six weeks to get from New York City
 

^
to Chicago,/ ; in 1860, the trip by railroad took as little as two

days.

Between independent clauses with a transitional expression

Transitional expressions include conjunctive adverbs and transitional 
phrases.

CONJUNCTIVE ADVERBS

accordingly furthermore moreover still
also hence nevertheless subsequently
anyway however next then
besides incidentally nonetheless therefore
certainly indeed now thus
consequently instead otherwise 
conversely likewise similarly 
finally meanwhile specifically

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
> Punctuation and mechanics >  P3–4 and P3–5
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with however, therefore • with commas

TRANSITIONAL PHRASES

after all even so in fact
as a matter of fact for example in other words
as a result for instance in the first place
at any rate in addition on the contrary
at the same time in conclusion on the other hand

 When a transitional expression appears between independent 
clauses, it is preceded by a semicolon and usually followed by a 
comma.

 

^

 � Many corals grow very gradually,/ ; in fact, the creation of a coral

reef can take centuries.

 When a transitional expression appears in the middle or at the 
end of the second independent clause, the semicolon goes between the 
clauses.

 

^

 � Biologists have observed laughter in primates other than humans,/ ; 

chimpanzees, however, sound more like they are panting than

laughing. 

 Transitional expressions should not be confused with the coor-
dinating conjunctions and, but, or, nor, for, so, and yet, which are 
preceded by a comma when they link independent clauses. (See 
P1-a.)

P3-b Use a semicolon between items in a series 
containing internal punctuation.

 
 � Classic science fiction sagas include Star Trek, with Captain Kirk,

 

 ̂
Dr. McCoy, and Mr. Spock,/ ; Battlestar Galactica, with its 

 

 ̂
Cylons,/ ; and Star Wars, with Han Solo, Luke Skywalker, and 

Darth Vader.

Without the semicolons, the reader would have to sort out the major group-
ings, distinguishing between important and less important pauses accord-
ing to the logic of the sentence. By inserting semicolons at the major breaks, 
the writer does this work for the reader.
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P3-c Avoid common misuses of the semicolon.

Do not use a semicolon in the following situations.

BETWEEN A SUBORDINATE CLAUSE AND THE REST OF THE SENTENCE

 � Although children’s literature was added to the National Book
 

^
Awards in 1969;/ , it has had its own award, the Newbery Medal,

since 1922.

BETWEEN AN APPOSITIVE AND THE WORD IT REFERS TO

 � The scientists were fascinated by the species Argyroneta
 

^
aquatica;/ , a spider that lives underwater.

TO INTRODUCE A LIST

 

^

 � Some of my favorite celebrities have their own blogs;/ : Lindsay

Lohan, Rosie O’Donnell, and Zach Braff.

BETWEEN INDEPENDENT CLAUSES JOINED BY AND, BUT, OR, NOR, FOR, SO, 
OR YET

 

^

 � Five of the applicants had worked with spreadsheets;/ , but only

one was familiar with database management.

P3-d Use a colon after an independent clause to direct 
attention to a list, an appositive, a quotation, or a 
summary or an explanation.

A LIST

The daily routine should include at least the following: twenty knee 
bends, fifty sit-ups, fifteen leg lifts, and five minutes of running in 
place.

AN APPOSITIVE

My roommate is guilty of two of the seven deadly sins: gluttony and 
sloth.

A QUOTATION

Consider the words of Benjamin Franklin: “There never was a good 
war or a bad peace.”

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
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A SUMMARY OR AN EXPLANATION

Faith is like love: It cannot be forced.

The novel is clearly autobiographical: The author even gives his own 
name to the main character.

NOTE: For other ways of introducing quotations, see “Introducing 
quoted material” on pages 284–85. When an independent clause follows 
a colon, it may begin with a capital or a lowercase letter (see P8-e).

P3-e Use a colon according to convention.

SALUTATION IN A LETTER Dear Sir or Madam:

HOURS AND MINUTES 5:30 p.m.

PROPORTIONS The ratio of women to men was 2:1.

TITLE AND SUBTITLE The Glory of Hera: Greek Mythology and the 
Greek Family 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC ENTRIES Boston: Bedford, 2011

NOTE: In biblical references, a colon is ordinarily used between chap-
ter and verse (Luke 2:14). The Modern Language Association (MLA) 
recommends a period instead (Luke 2.14).

P3-f Avoid common misuses of the colon.

A colon must be preceded by a full independent clause. Therefore, 
avoid using it in the following situations.

BETWEEN A VERB AND ITS OBJECT OR COMPLEMENT

 � Some important vitamins found in vegetables are:/  vitamin A,

thiamine, niacin, and vitamin C.

BETWEEN A PREPOSITION AND ITS OBJECT

 � The heart’s two pumps each consist of:/  an upper chamber, or

atrium, and a lower chamber, or ventricle.

AFTER SUCH AS, INCLUDING, OR FOR EXAMPLE

 � The NCAA regulates college athletic teams, including:/  basketball, 

baseball, softball, and football.
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P4 The apostrophe

P4-a Use an apostrophe to indicate that a noun or an 
indefinite pronoun is possessive.

The possessive form of a noun or an indefinite pronoun usually indi-
cates ownership, as in Tim’s hat, the lawyer’s desk, or someone’s glove. 
Frequently, however, ownership is only loosely implied: the tree’s roots, 
a day’s work. If you are not sure whether a word is possessive, try turn-
ing it into an of phrase: the roots of the tree, the work of a day.

When to add -’s to a noun

 1. If the noun does not end in -s, add -’s.

Luck often propels a rock musician’s career.

The Children’s Defense Fund is a nonprofit organization that sup-
ports programs for poor and minority children.

 2. If the noun is singular and ends in -s or an s sound, add -’s.

Lois’s sister spent last year in India.

Her article presents an overview of Marx’s teachings.

NOTE: To avoid potentially awkward pronunciation, some writers use 
only the apostrophe with a singular noun ending in -s: Sophocles’.

When to add only an apostrophe to a noun

If the noun is plural and ends in -s, add only an apostrophe.

Both diplomats’ briefcases were searched by guards.

Joint possession

To show joint possession, use -’s or (-s’) with the last noun only; to 
show individual possession, make all nouns possessive.

Have you seen Joyce and Greg’s new camper?

John’s and Marie’s expectations of marriage couldn’t have been more 
different.

Joyce and Greg jointly own one camper. John and Marie individually 
have different expectations.

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
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Compound nouns

If a noun is compound, use -’s (or -s’) with the last element.

My father-in-law’s memoir about his childhood in Sri Lanka was 
published in October.

Indefinite pronouns

Indefinite pronouns refer to no specific person or thing: everyone, some-
one, no one, something. (See B1-b.)

Someone’s raincoat has been left behind.

P4-b Use an apostrophe to mark omissions in 
contractions and numbers.

In a contraction, the apostrophe takes the place of one or more miss-
ing letters.

It’s a shame that Frank can’t go on the tour.

It’s stands for it is, can’t for cannot.
 The apostrophe is also used to mark the omission of the first two 
digits of a year (the class of ’08) or years (the ’60s generation).

P4-c Do not use an apostrophe to form the plural of 
numbers, letters, abbreviations, and words mentioned  
as words.

An apostrophe typically is not used to pluralize numbers, letters, abbre-
viations, and words mentioned as words. Note the few exceptions and be 
consistent throughout your paper.

Plural of  numbers

Do not use an apostrophe in the plural of any numbers, including 
decades.

Oksana skated nearly perfect figure 8s.

The 1920s are known as the Jazz Age.

Plural of  letters

Italicize the letter and use roman (regular) font style for the -s ending. 
Do not italicize academic grades.
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Two large Js were painted on the door.

He received two Ds for the first time in his life.

EXCEPTIONS: To avoid misreading, use an apostrophe to form the 
plural of lowercase letters and the capital letters A and I: p’s, A’s.

Beginning readers often confuse b’s and d’s.

MLA NOTE: The Modern Language Association recommends using an 
apostrophe for the plural of both capital and lowercase letters: J’s, p’s.

Plural of  abbreviations

Do not use an apostrophe to pluralize an abbreviation.

Harriet has thirty DVDs on her desk.

Marco earned two PhDs before his thirtieth birthday.

Plural of  words mentioned as words

Generally, omit the apostrophe to form the plural of words mentioned 
as words. If the word is italicized, the -s ending appears in roman 
(regular) type.

We’ve heard enough maybes.

Words mentioned as words may also appear in quotation marks. When 
you choose this option, use the apostrophe.

We’ve heard enough “maybe’s.”

P4-d Avoid common misuses of the apostrophe.

Do not use an apostrophe in the following situations.

WITH NOUNS THAT ARE NOT POSSESSIVE

 

^

outpatients
 � Some outpatient’s have special parking permits.

IN THE POSSESSIVE PRONOUNS ITS, WHOSE, HIS, HERS, OURS, YOURS, 

AND THEIRS

 

^

its
 � Each area has it’s own conference room.

It’s means “it is.” The possessive pronoun its contains no apostrophe despite 
the fact that it is possessive.



281P5-a
not with plurals • misuses • quotation marks •  

with direct quotations • with exact language

 � The House on Mango Street was written by Sandra Cisneros,
 

^

whose
who’s work focuses on the Latino community in the United

States.

Who’s means “who is.” The possessive pronoun is whose.

P5 Quotation marks

Writers use quotation marks primarily to enclose direct quotations of 
another person’s spoken or written words. You will also find these other 
uses and exceptions:

• for quotations within quotations (single quotation marks: P5-b)

• for titles of short works (P5-c)

• for words used as words (P5-d)

• with other marks of punctuation (P5-e)

• with brackets and ellipsis marks (P6-b, P6-c)

• no quotation marks for long quotations (P5-a)

• no quotation marks for indirect quotations, summaries, and 
paraphrases (P5-a, MLA-2c, APA-2c, CMS-2c)

P5-a Use quotation marks to enclose direct quotations.

Direct quotations of a person’s words, whether spoken or written, must 
be in quotation marks.

“The contract negotiations are stalled,” the airline executive told 
reporters, “but I am prepared to work night and day to bring both 
sides together.”

 In dialogue, begin a new paragraph to mark a change in speaker.

“Mom, his name is Willie, not William. A thousand times I’ve told 
you, it’s Willie.”

“Willie is a derivative of William, Lester. Surely his birth certifi-
cate doesn’t have Willie on it, and I like calling people by their 
proper names.”

“Yes, it does, ma’am. My mother named me Willie K. Mason.”
— Gloria Naylor

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
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If a single speaker utters more than one paragraph, introduce each 
paragraph with a quotation mark, but do not use a closing quotation 
mark until the end of the speech.

Exception: indirect quotations

Do not use quotation marks around indirect quotations. An indirect 
quotation reports someone’s ideas without using that person’s exact 
words. In academic writing, indirect quotation is called paraphrase or 
summary. (See R3-c.)

The airline executive told reporters that although contract negotia-
tions were at a standstill, she was prepared to work hard with both 
labor and management to bring about a settlement.

Exception: long quotations

Long quotations of prose or poetry are generally set off from the text by 
indenting. Quotation marks are not used because the indented format 
tells readers that the quotation is taken word-for-word from the source. 

After making an exhaustive study of the historical record, James Horan evaluates 

Billy the Kid like this:

The portrait that emerges of [the Kid] from the thousands of pages of 

affidavits, reports, trial transcripts, his letters, and his testimony is 

neither the mythical Robin Hood nor the stereotyped adenoidal moron 

and pathological killer. Rather Billy appears as a disturbed, lonely 

young man, honest, loyal to his friends, dedicated to his beliefs, and 

betrayed by our institutions and the corrupt, ambitious, and 

compromising politicians in his time. (158)

The number in parentheses is a citation handled according to MLA 
style. (See MLA-4a.)
 MLA, APA, and CMS (Chicago) have specific guidelines for what 
constitutes a long quotation and how it should be indented (see pp. 381, 
485, and 506, respectively).

P5-b Use single quotation marks to enclose a quotation 
within a quotation.

Megan Marshall notes that what Elizabeth Peabody “hoped to 
accomplish in her school was not merely ‘teaching’ but ‘educating 
children morally and spiritually as well as intellectually from the 
first’ ” (107).
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P5-c Use quotation marks around the titles of short 
works.

Short works include newspaper and magazine articles, poems, short 
stories, songs, episodes of television and radio programs, and chap-
ters or subdivisions of books.

James Baldwin’s story “Sonny’s Blues” tells the story of two brothers 
who come to understand each other’s suffering.

NOTE: Titles of books, plays, Web sites, television and radio programs, 
films, magazines, and newspapers are put in italics. (See P10-a.)

P5-d Quotation marks may be used to set off  words 
used as words.

Although words used as words are ordinarily italicized (see P10-b), 
quotation marks are also acceptable. Be consistent throughout your 
paper.

The words “accept” and “except” are frequently confused.

The words accept and except are frequently confused.

P5-e Use punctuation with quotation marks according to 
convention.

This section describes the conventions American publishers use in plac-
ing various marks of punctuation inside or outside quotation marks. It 
also explains how to punctuate when introducing quoted material.

Periods and commas

Place periods and commas inside quotation marks.

“I’m here as part of my service-learning project,” I told the classroom 
teacher. “I’m hoping to become a reading specialist.”

This rule applies to single quotation marks as well as double quota-
tion marks. (See P5-b.) It also applies to all uses of quotation marks: 
for quoted material, for titles of works, and for words used as words.

EXCEPTION: In the Modern Language Association’s style of paren-
thetical in-text citations (see MLA-4a), the period follows the citation 
in parentheses. (See the example on p. 284.)
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James M. McPherson comments, approvingly, that the Whigs “were 
not averse to extending the blessings of American liberty, even to 
Mexicans and Indians” (48).

Colons and semicolons

Put colons and semicolons outside quotation marks.

Harold wrote, “I regret that I am unable to attend the fundraiser for 
AIDS research”; his letter, however, came with a substantial 
contribution.

Question marks and exclamation points

Put question marks and exclamation points inside quotation marks 
unless they apply to the whole sentence.

Contrary to tradition, bedtime at my house is marked by “Mommy, 
can I tell you a story now?”

Have you heard the old proverb “Do not climb the hill until you 
reach it”?

In the first sentence, the question mark applies only to the quoted ques-
tion. In the second sentence, the question mark applies to the whole 
sentence.

NOTE: In MLA style for a quotation that ends with a question mark 
or an exclamation point, the parenthetical citation and a period 
should follow the entire quotation.

Rosie Thomas asks, “Is nothing in life ever straight and clear, the 
way children see it?” (77).

Introducing quoted material

After a word group introducing a quotation, choose a colon, a comma, 
or no punctuation at all, whichever is appropriate in context.

FORMAL INTRODUCTION If a quotation is formally introduced, a colon 
is appropriate. A formal introduction is a full independent clause, not 
just an expression such as he said or she remarked.

Thomas Friedman provides a challenging yet optimistic view of the 
future: “We need to get back to work on our country and on our 
planet. The hour is late, the stakes couldn’t be higher, the project 
couldn’t be harder, the payoff couldn’t be greater” (25).
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EXPRESSION SUCH AS HE SAID If a quotation is introduced with an 
expression such as he said or she remarked — or if it is followed by 
such an expression — a comma is needed.

About New England’s weather, Mark Twain once declared, “In the 
spring I have counted one hundred and thirty-six different kinds of 
weather within four and twenty hours” (55).

“Unless another war is prevented it is likely to bring destruction on 
a scale never before held possible and even now hardly conceived,” 
Albert Einstein wrote in the aftermath of the atomic bomb (29).

BLENDED QUOTATION When a quotation is blended into the writer’s own 
sentence, either a comma or no punctuation is appropriate, depending 
on the way in which the quotation fits into the sentence structure.

The future champion could, as he put it, “float like a butterfly and 
sting like a bee.”

Virginia Woolf wrote in 1928 that “a woman must have money and a 
room of her own if she is to write fiction” (4).

BEGINNING OF SENTENCE If a quotation appears at the beginning of a 
sentence, use a comma after it unless the quotation ends with a ques-
tion mark or an exclamation point.

“I’ve always thought of myself as a reporter,” claimed American poet 
Gwendolyn Brooks (162).

“What is it?” she asked, bracing herself.

INTERRUPTED QUOTATION If a quoted sentence is interrupted by 
explanatory words, use commas to set off the explanatory words.

“With regard to air travel,” Stephen Ambrose notes, “Jefferson was a 
full century ahead of the curve” (53).

If two successive quoted sentences from the same source are interrupted 
by explanatory words, use a comma before the explanatory words and a 
period after them.

“Everyone agrees journalists must tell the truth,” Bill Kovach and 
Tom Rosenstiel write. “Yet people are befuddled about what ‘the 
truth’ means” (37).

P5-f Avoid common misuses of quotation marks.

Do not use quotation marks to draw attention to familiar slang, to dis-
own trite expressions, or to justify an attempt at humor.
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 � The economist estimated that single-family home prices would

decline another 5 percent by the end of the year, emphasizing that

this was only a    “/                                                ballpark figure. ”/ 

 Do not use quotation marks around the title of your own essay.

P6 Other punctuation marks

P6-a End punctuation

The period

Use a period to end all sentences except direct questions or genuine 
exclamations. Also use periods in abbreviations according to convention.

TO END SENTENCES Most sentences should end with a period. Prob-
lems sometimes arise when a writer must choose between a period 
and a question mark or between a period and an exclamation point.
 If a sentence reports a question instead of asking it directly, it 
should end with a period, not a question mark.

 � The professor asked whether talk therapy was more beneficial

than antidepressants?/
^
.

 If a sentence is not a genuine exclamation, it should end with a 
period, not an exclamation point. (See also p. 287.)

 � After years of working her way through school, Geeta finally

graduated with high honors!/
^
.

IN ABBREVIATIONS A period is conventionally used in abbreviations of 
titles and Latin words or phrases, including the time designations for 
morning and afternoon.

Mr. i.e. a.m. (or AM)
Ms. e.g. p.m. (or PM)
Dr. etc.

NOTE: If a sentence ends with a period marking an abbreviation, do 
not add a second period.
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 Do not use a period with US Postal Service abbreviations for 
states: MD, TX, CA.
 Current usage is to omit the period in abbreviations of organiza-
tion and country names, academic degrees, and designations for eras.

NATO UNESCO UCLA BS BC
IRS AFL-CIO NIH PhD BCE

The question mark

A direct question should be followed by a question mark.

What is the horsepower of a 777 engine?

If a polite request is written in the form of a question, it may be fol-
lowed by a period.

Would you please send me your catalog of lilies.

TIP: Do not use a question mark after an indirect question, one that 
is reported rather than asked directly. Use a period instead.

 � He asked me who was teaching the mythology course this year?/
^
.

NOTE: Questions in a series may be followed by question marks even 
when they are not complete sentences.

We wondered where Calamity had hidden this time. Under the sink? 
Behind the furnace? On top of the bookcase?

The exclamation point

Use an exclamation point after a word group or sentence to express 
exceptional feeling or to provide special emphasis. The exclamation 
point is rarely appropriate in academic writing.

When Gloria entered the room, I switched on the lights, and we all 
yelled, “Surprise!”

TIP: Do not overuse the exclamation point.

 � In the fisherman’s memory, the fish lives on, increasing in length

and weight with each passing year, until at last it is big enough

to shade a fishing boat !/
^
.

This sentence doesn’t need to be pumped up with an exclamation point. It 
is emphatic enough without it.
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 � Whenever I see my favorite hitter, Derrek Lee, in the batter’s box,

I dream of making it to the big leagues!/
^
. My team would win

every time!

The first exclamation point should be deleted so that the second one will 
have more force.

P6-b The dash, parentheses, and brackets

The dash

When typing, use two hyphens to form a dash (--). Do not put spaces 
before or after the dash. If your word processing program has what is 
known as an “em-dash” (—), you may use it instead, with no space 
before or after it.
 A dash can be used to set off parenthetical material that deserves 
emphasis.

Everything that went wrong — from the peeping Tom at Theodora’s 
window last night to my head-on collision today — we blamed on  
our move.

 A pair of dashes is useful to enclose an appositive that contains 
commas. An appositive is a noun or noun phrase that renames a nearby 
noun. Ordinarily appositives are set off with commas (see P1-e), but 
when the appositive itself contains commas, a pair of dashes helps 
readers see the relative importance of all the pauses.

In my hometown, the basic needs of people — food, clothing, and 
shelter — are less costly than in a big city like Los Angeles.

 A dash is a dramatic, somewhat informal way to introduce a list, a 
restatement, an amplification, or a striking shift in tone or thought.

Along the wall are the bulk liquids — sesame seed oil, honey,  
safflower oil, and that half-liquid “peanuts only” peanut butter.

In his last semester, Peter tried to pay more attention to his 
priorities — applying to graduate school, getting financial aid, and 
finding a roommate.

Everywhere we looked there were little kids — a box of Cracker 
Jacks in one hand and Mommy or Daddy’s sleeve in the other.

Kiere took a few steps back, came running full speed, kicked a 
mighty kick — and missed the ball.

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
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In the first two examples, the writer could also use a colon. (See P3-d.) 
The colon is more formal than the dash and not quite as dramatic.

TIP: Unless there is a specific reason for using the dash, avoid it. 
Unnecessary dashes create a choppy effect.

 � Insisting that students use computers as instructional

 / /tools — for information retrieval — makes good sense. Herding

 / /them — sheeplike — into computer technology does not.

Parentheses

Use parentheses to enclose supplemental material, minor digressions, 
and afterthoughts.

Nurses record patients’ vital signs (temperature, pulse, and blood 
pressure) several times a day.

 Use parentheses to enclose letters or numbers labeling items in a 
series.

Regulations stipulated that only the following equipment could be used 
on the survival mission: (1) a knife, (2) thirty feet of parachute line,  
(3) a book of matches, (4) a poncho, (5) an E tool, and (6) a signal flare.

TIP: Do not overuse parentheses. Rough drafts are likely to contain 
more afterthoughts than necessary. As writers head into a sentence, they 
often think of additional details, occasionally working them in as best 
they can with parentheses. Usually such sentences should be revised so 
that the additional details no longer seem to be afterthoughts.

 

^

from
 � Researchers have said that seventeen million (estimates run

 

^

to
as high as twenty-three million)/ Americans have diabetes.

Brackets

Use brackets to enclose any words or phrases that you have inserted 
into an otherwise word-for-word quotation.

Audubon reports that “if there are not enough young to balance 
deaths, the end of the species [California condor] is inevitable” (4).

The sentence quoted from the Audubon article did not contain the 
words California condor (since the context of the full article made clear 
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what species was meant), so the writer needed to add the name in 
brackets.
 The Latin word “sic” in brackets indicates that an error in a 
quoted sentence appears in the original source.

According to the review, Nelly Furtado’s performance was 
brilliant, “exceding [sic] the expectations of even her most  
loyal fans.”

 Do not overuse “sic,” however, since calling attention to others’ 
mistakes can appear snobbish. The preceding quotation, for example, 
might have been paraphrased instead: According to the review, even 
Nelly Furtado’s most loyal fans were surprised by the brilliance of her 
performance.

P6-c The ellipsis mark

The ellipsis mark consists of three spaced periods. Use an ellipsis 
mark to indicate that you have deleted words from an otherwise word-
for-word quotation.

Reuben reports that “when the amount of cholesterol circulating in 
the blood rises over . . . 300 milligrams per 100, the chances of a 
heart attack increase dramatically.”

 If you delete a full sentence or more in the middle of a quoted pas-
sage, use a period before the three ellipsis dots.

“Most of our efforts,” writes Dave Erikson, “are directed toward 
saving the bald eagle’s wintering habitat along the Mississippi 
River. . . . It’s important that the wintering birds have a place to 
roost, where they can get out of the cold wind.”

TIP: Ordinarily, do not use the ellipsis mark at the beginning or at 
the end of a quotation. Readers will understand that the quoted mate-
rial is taken from a longer passage. If you have cut some words from 
the end of the final quoted sentence, however, MLA requires an ellip-
sis mark, as in the first example on page 381.

 In quoted poetry, use a full line of ellipsis dots to indicate that 
you have dropped a line or more from the poem, as in this example 
from “To His Coy Mistress” by Andrew Marvell:

 Had we but world enough, and time,
This coyness, lady, were no crime.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
 But at my back I always hear
Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near; (1-2, 21-22)
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 The ellipsis mark may also be used to indicate a hesitation or an 
interruption in speech or to suggest unfinished thoughts.

“The apartment building next door . . . it’s going up in flames!” 
yelled Marcia.

Before falling into a coma, the victim whispered, “It was a man 
with a tattoo on his . . . ”

P6-d The slash

Use the slash to separate two or three lines of poetry that have been 
run into your text. Add a space both before and after the slash.

In the opening lines of “Jordan,” George Herbert pokes gentle  
fun at popular poems of his time: “Who says that fictions only  
and false hair / Become a verse? Is there in truth no beauty?” (1-2).

More than three lines of poetry should be handled as an indented 
quotation. (See p. 282.)
 The slash may occasionally be used to separate paired terms 
such as pass/fail and producer/director. Do not use a space before or 
after the slash. Be sparing in this use of the slash. In particular, avoid 
the use of and/or, he/she, and his/her. Instead of using he/she and 
his/her to solve sexist language problems, you can usually find more 
graceful alternatives. (See W4-e and G3-a.)

P7 Spelling and hyphenation

You learned to spell from repeated experience with words in both read-
ing and writing, but especially writing. Words have a look, a sound, and 
even a feel to them as the hand moves across the page. As you proofread, 
you can probably tell if a word doesn’t look quite right. In such cases, the 
solution is obvious: Look up the word in the dictionary. (See W6-a.)

P7-a Become familiar with the major spelling rules.

i before e except after c

Use i before e except after c or when sounded like ay, as in neighbor 
and weigh.

I BEFORE E relieve, believe, sieve, niece, fierce, frieze

E BEFORE I receive, deceive, sleigh, freight, eight

EXCEPTIONS seize, either, weird, height, foreign, leisure
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Suffixes

FINAL SILENT -E Generally, drop a final silent -e when adding a suffix 
that begins with a vowel. Keep the final -e if the suffix begins with a 
consonant.

combine, combination achieve, achievement
desire, desiring care, careful
prude, prudish entire, entirety
remove, removable gentle, gentleness

Words such as changeable, acknowledgment, judgment, argument, and 
truly are exceptions.

FINAL -Y When adding -s or -d to words ending in -y, ordinarily 
change -y to -ie when the -y is preceded by a consonant but not when 
it is preceded by a vowel.

comedy, comedies monkey, monkeys
dry, dried play, played

With proper names ending in -y, however, do not change the -y to -ie 
even if it is preceded by a consonant: the Dougherty family, the 
Doughertys.

FINAL CONSONANTS If a final consonant is preceded by a single vowel 
and the consonant ends a one-syllable word or a stressed syllable, 
double the consonant when adding a suffix beginning with a vowel.

bet, betting occur, occurrence
commit, committed

Plurals

-S OR -ES Add -s to form the plural of most nouns; add -es to singular 
nouns ending in -s, -sh, -ch, and -x.

table, tables church, churches
paper, papers dish, dishes

 Ordinarily add -s to nouns ending in -o when the -o is preceded 
by a vowel. Add -es when it is preceded by a consonant.

radio, radios hero, heroes
video, videos tomato, tomatoes

OTHER PLURALS To form the plural of a hyphenated compound word, 
add -s to the chief word even if it does not appear at the end.

mother-in-law, mothers-in-law
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 English words derived from other languages such as Latin, Greek, 
or French sometimes form the plural as they would in their original 
language.

medium, media chateau, chateaux
criterion, criteria

P7-b Discriminate between words that sound alike but 
have different meanings.

Words that sound alike or nearly alike but have different meanings and 
spellings are called homophones. The following sets of words are so com-
monly confused that a good writer will double-check their every use.

affect (verb: to exert an influence)
effect (verb: to accomplish; noun: result)

its (possessive pronoun: of or belonging to it)
it’s (contraction for it is or it has)

loose (adjective: free, not securely attached)
lose (verb: to fail to keep, to be deprived of )

ESL Spelling varies slightly among English-speaking countries. 
This can be particularly confusing for multilingual students in the 
United States, who may have learned British English. Following is a 
list of some common words spelled differently in American and 
British English. Consult a dictionary for others.

AMERICAN BRITISH

canceled, traveled cancelled, travelled
color, humor colour, humour
judgment judgement
check cheque
realize, apologize realise, apologise
defense defence
anemia, anesthetic anaemia, anaesthetic
theater, center theatre, centre
fetus  foetus
mold, smolder mould, smoulder
civilization civilisation
connection, inflection connexion, inflexion
licorice liquorice
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principal (adjective: most important; noun: head of a school)
principle (noun: a fundamental guideline or truth)

their (possessive pronoun: belonging to them)
they’re (contraction for they are)
there (adverb: that place or position)

who’s (contraction for who is or who has)
whose (possessive form of who)

your (possessive pronoun: belonging to you)
you’re (contraction for you are)

To check for correct use of these and other commonly confused words, 
consult the glossary of usage (W1).

P7-c Consult the dictionary to determine whether to 
hyphenate a compound word.

The dictionary will tell you whether to treat a compound word as a 
hyphenated compound (water-repellent), one word (waterproof ), or 
two words (water table). If the compound word is not in the dictionary, 
treat it as two words.

 � The prosecutor chose not to cross-examine any witnesses.
 ^

 � All students are expected to record their data in a small

note book.

 � Alice walked through the looking-/ glass into a backward world.

P7-d Hyphenate two or more words used together as an 
adjective before a noun.

 � Mrs. Douglas gave Toshiko a seashell and some newspaper
^
-wrapped

fish to take home to her mother.

 ^

 � Richa Gupta is not yet a well-known candidate.

Newspaper-wrapped and well-known are adjectives used before the nouns 
fish and candidate.

 Generally, do not use a hyphen when such compounds follow the 
noun.

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
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 � After our television campaign, Richa Gupta will be well-/ known.

 Do not use a hyphen to connect -ly adverbs to the words they 
modify.

 � A slowly-/moving truck tied up traffic.

NOTE: When two or more hyphenated adjectives in a row modify the 
same noun, you can suspend the hyphens.

Do you prefer first-, second-, or third-class tickets?

P7-e Hyphenate fractions and certain numbers when 
they are spelled out.

For numbers written in words, use a hyphen in all fractions and in 
compound numbers from twenty-one to ninety-nine.

 � One- fourth of my income pays for child care, and one-third
  ̂ ^pays the rent.

P7-f Use a hyphen with the prefixes all-, ex- (meaning 
“former”), and self- and with the suffix -elect.

 � The private foundation is funneling more money into self-help
 ^projects.

 � The Student Senate bylaws require the president-elect to attend �   
^ 

all senate meetings between the election and the official transfer

of office.

P7-g Use a hyphen in certain words to avoid ambiguity or 
to separate awkward double or triple letters.

Without the hyphen, there would be no way to distinguish between 
words such as re-creation and recreation.

Bicycling in the city is my favorite form of recreation.

The film was praised for its astonishing re-creation of 
nineteenth-century London.



296 Spelling and hyphenationP7-h

 Hyphens are sometimes used to separate awkward double or triple 
letters in compound words (anti-intellectual, cross-stitch). Always check 
a dictionary for the standard form of the word.

P7-h Check for correct hyphenation at the ends of lines.

Some word processing programs and other computer applications 
automatically generate word breaks at the ends of lines. When you’re 
writing an academic paper, it’s best to set your computer application 
not to hyphenate automatically. This setting will ensure that only 
words already containing a hyphen (such as long-distance, pre-
Roman) will be hyphenated at the ends of lines. (See also C6.)
  E-mail addresses, URLs, and other electronic addresses need spe-
cial attention when they occur at the end of a line of text or in biblio-
graphic citations. You can’t rely on your computer application to divide 
these terms correctly, so you must make a decision in each case. Do not 
insert a hyphen to divide electronic addresses. Instead, break an e-mail 
address after the @ symbol or before a period. Break a URL after a 
slash or a double slash or before any other punctuation mark.

I repeatedly e-mailed Janine at janine.r.rose@dunbaracademy 
.org before I gave up and called her cell phone.

To find a zip code quickly, I always use the United States  
Postal Service Web site at http://zip4.usps.com/zip4 / 
welcome.jsp.

 For breaks in URLs in MLA, APA, and CMS (Chicago) documen-
tation styles, see MLA-5a, APA-5a, and CMS-5a, respectively.

P8 Capitalization

In addition to the rules in this section, a good dictionary can tell you 
when to use capital letters.

P8-a Capitalize proper nouns and words derived 
from them; do not capitalize common nouns.

Proper nouns are the names of specific persons, places, and things. All 
other nouns are common nouns. The following types of words are usu-
ally capitalized: names of deities, religions, religious followers, sacred 
books; words of family relationship used as names; particular places; 
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proper nouns (Utah) • common nouns (state)

nationalities and their languages, races, tribes; educational institu-
tions, departments, degrees, particular courses; government depart-
ments, organizations, political parties; historical movements, periods, 
events, documents; specific electronic sources; and trade names.

PROPER NOUNS COMMON NOUNS

God (used as a name) a god
Book of Common Prayer a sacred book
Uncle Pedro my uncle
Father (used as a name) my father
Lake Superior a picturesque lake
the Capital Center a center for advanced studies
the South a southern state
Wrigley Field a baseball stadium
University of Wisconsin a state university
Geology 101 geology
Environmental Protection a federal agency
 Agency
Phi Kappa Psi a fraternity
a Democrat an independent
the Enlightenment the eighteenth century
the Treaty of Versailles a treaty
the World Wide Web, the Web a home page
the Internet, the Net a computer network
Advil a painkiller

 Months, holidays, and days of the week are treated as proper 
nouns; the seasons and numbers of the days of the month are not.

Our academic year begins on a Tuesday in early September, right 
after Labor Day.

Graduation is in early summer, on the second of June.

EXCEPTION: Capitalize Fourth of July (or July Fourth) when refer-
ring to the holiday.

 Names of school subjects are capitalized only if they are names of 
languages. Names of particular courses are capitalized.

This semester Austin is taking math, geography, geology, French, 
and English.

Professor Obembe offers Modern American Fiction 501 to graduate 
students.

CAUTION: Do not capitalize common nouns to make them seem 
important: Our company is currently hiring computer programmers 
(not Company, Computer Programmers).
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P8-b Capitalize titles of persons when used as part 
of a proper name but usually not when used alone.

Professor Margaret Barnes; Dr. Sinyee Sein; John Scott Williams Jr.

District Attorney Marshall was reprimanded for badgering the 
witness.

The district attorney was elected for a two-year term.

 Usage varies when the title of an important public figure is used 
alone: The president [or President] vetoed the bill.

P8-c Capitalize the first, last, and all major words in 
titles and subtitles of works.

In both titles and subtitles of works (books, articles, songs, artwork, and 
online documents) major words — nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, 
and adverbs — should be capitalized. Minor words — articles, preposi-
tions, and coordinating conjunctions — are not capitalized unless they 
are the first or last word of a title or subtitle.
 Capitalize the second part of a hyphenated term in a title if it is a 
major word but not if it is a minor word. Capitalize chapter titles and the 
titles of other major divisions of a work following the same guidelines 
used for titles of complete works.

Seizing the Enigma: The Race to Break the German U-Boat Codes 
A River Runs through It 
“I Want to Hold Your Hand” 
The Canadian Green Page

 To learn why some of the titles in the list are italicized and some 
are put in quotation marks, see P10-a and P5-c.

P8-d Capitalize the first word of a sentence.

The first word of a sentence should be capitalized. When a sentence 
appears within parentheses, capitalize its first word unless the paren-
theses appear within another sentence.

Early detection of breast cancer significantly increases survival 
rates. (See table 2.)

Early detection of breast cancer significantly increases survival 
rates (see table 2).
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 Capitalize the first word of a quoted sentence but not a quoted 
phrase.

Robert Hughes writes, “There are only about sixty Watteau  
paintings on whose authenticity all experts agree” (102).

Russell Baker has written that in this country, sports are “the  
opiate of the masses” (46).

 If a quoted sentence is interrupted by explanatory words, do not 
capitalize the first word after the interruption. (See P5-e.)

“If you want to go out,” he said, “tell me now.”

 When quoting poetry, copy the poet’s capitalization exactly. Many 
poets capitalize the first word of every line of poetry; a few contempo-
rary poets dismiss capitalization altogether.

it was the week   that
i felt the city’s narrow breezes rush about
me — Don L. Lee

P8-e Capitalize the first word after a colon if  it begins 
an independent clause.

If a word group following a colon could stand on its own as a complete 
sentence, capitalize the first word.

Clinical trials called into question the safety profile of the drug:  
A high percentage of participants reported hypertension and  
kidney problems.

 Preferences vary among academic disciplines. See MLA-5a,  
APA-5a, and CMS-5a for MLA, APA, and CMS (Chicago) style, re-
spectively.
 Always use lowercase for a list or an appositive that follows a colon.

Students were divided into two groups: residents and commuters.

P8-f Capitalize abbreviations according to convention.

Abbreviations for government agencies, companies, and other organi-
zations as well as call numbers for radio and television stations are 
capitalized.

EPA, FBI, DKNY, IBM, WCRB, KNBC-TV
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P9 Abbreviations and numbers

P9-a Use standard abbreviations for titles immediately 
before and after proper names.

TITLES BEFORE TITLES AFTER 

PROPER NAMES PROPER NAMES

Mr. Rafael Zabala William Albert Sr.
Ms. Nancy Linehan Thomas Hines Jr.
Mrs. Edward Horn Anita Lor, PhD
Dr. Margaret Simmons Robert Simkowski, MD
Rev. John Stone Margaret Chin, LLD
Prof. James Russo Polly Stein, DDS

Abbreviate a title only if it is used with a proper name.

 

^

professor
 � My history prof. is an expert on twentieth-century race relations in

South Africa.

 Avoid redundant titles such as Dr. Amy Day, MD. Choose one 
title or the other: Dr. Amy Day or Amy Day, MD.

P9-b Use abbreviations only when you are sure your 
readers will understand them.

Familiar abbreviations, written without periods, are acceptable.

CIA FBI MD NAACP
NBA NEA PhD CD-ROM
YMCA CBS USA ESL

Talk show host Conan O’Brien is a Harvard graduate with a BA in 
history.

The YMCA has opened a new gym close to my office.

NOTE: When using an unfamiliar abbreviation (such as NASW for 
National Association of Social Workers) throughout a paper, write the 
full name followed by the abbreviation in parentheses at the first 
mention of the name. Then use just the abbreviation throughout the 
rest of the paper.
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dates • times of day • money • Latin (e.g., et al.)

P9-c Use BC, AD, a.m., p.m., No., and $ only with specific 
dates, times, numbers, and amounts.

The abbreviation BC (“before Christ”) follows a date, and AD (“anno 
Domini”) precedes a date. Acceptable alternatives are BCE (“before 
the common era”) and CE (“common era”), both of which follow a 
date.

40 BC (or 40 BCE) 4:00 a.m. (or AM) No. 12 (or no. 12)
AD 44 (or 44 CE) 6:00 p.m. (or PM) $150

Avoid using a.m., p.m., No., or $ when not accompanied by a specific 
figure.

 � The governor argued that the new sales tax would raise
 

^

money
much-needed $ for the state.

P9-d Be sparing in your use of Latin abbreviations.

Latin abbreviations are acceptable in footnotes and bibliographies 
and in informal writing for comments in parentheses.

cf. (Latin confer, “compare”)

e.g. (Latin exempli gratia, “for example”)

et al. (Latin et alia, “and others”)

etc. (Latin et cetera, “and so forth”)

i.e. (Latin id est, “that is”)

N.B. (Latin nota bene, “note well”)

The text for our sociology class is Harold Simms et al., Introduction 
to Social Systems.

Alfred Hitchcock directed many classic thrillers (e.g., Psycho, Rear 
Window, and Vertigo).

In formal writing, use the appropriate English phrases.

 

^

for example,
 � Many obsolete laws remain on the books; e.g., a law in Vermont

forbids an unmarried man and woman to sit closer than six inches

apart on a park bench.
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P9-e Avoid inappropriate abbreviations.

In formal writing, abbreviations for the following are not commonly 
accepted.

PERSONAL NAMES Charles (not Chas.)

UNITS OF MEASUREMENT feet (not ft.)

DAYS OF THE WEEK Monday (not Mon.)

HOLIDAYS Christmas (not Xmas)

MONTHS January, February, March (not Jan., Feb., Mar.)

COURSES OF STUDY political science (not poli. sci.)

DIVISIONS OF WRITTEN WORKS chapter, page (not ch., p.)

STATES AND COUNTRIES Massachusetts (not MA or Mass.)

PARTS OF A BUSINESS NAME Adams Lighting Company (not Adams 
Lighting Co.); Kim and Brothers (not Kim and Bros.)

 � The American Red Cross requires that blood donors be at least
 

^

years 

^

pounds,
seventeen yrs. old, weigh at least 110 lb., and not have given blood

 

^

weeks.
in the past eight wks.

EXCEPTION: Abbreviate states and provinces in complete addresses, 
and always abbreviate DC when used with Washington.

P9-f Follow the conventions in your discipline for 
spelling out or using numerals to express numbers.

In the humanities, which generally follow either Modern Language 
Association (MLA) style or CMS (Chicago) style, use numerals only for 
specific numbers above one hundred: 353; 1,020. Spell out numbers 
one hundred and below and large round numbers: eleven, thirty-five, 
sixty,  fifteen million.
 The social sciences and sciences, which follow the style guide-
lines of the American Psychological Association (APA) or the Council 
of Science Editors (CSE), use numerals for all but the numbers one 
through nine. 
 In all fields, treat related numbers in a passage consistently: The 
survey found that 89 of 157 respondents had not taken any courses 
related to alcohol use. 

PRACTICE hackerhandbooks.com/writersref
> Punctuation and mechanics > P9–4



303
when not to abbreviate • numbers • when to spell out • when to use 

numbers • dates • addresses • fractions • other everyday uses P9-g

 When one number immediately follows another, spelling out one 
number and using numerals for the other is usually effective: three 
100-meter events, 25 four-poster beds.

 

^

eight
 � It’s been /8 years since I visited Peru.

 � Enrollment in the charter school in its first year will be limited
 

^

340
to three hundred forty students.

 If a sentence begins with a number, spell out the number or rewrite 
the sentence.

 

^

One hundred fifty
 � 150 children in our program need expensive dental treatment.

Rewriting the sentence will also correct the error and may be less 
awkward if the number is long: In our program, 150 children need 
expensive dental treatment.

P9-g Use numerals according to convention in dates, 
addresses, and so on.

DATES July 4, 1776; 56 BC

ADDRESSES 77 Latches Lane, 519 West 42nd Street

PERCENTAGES 55 percent (or 55%)

FRACTIONS, DECIMALS 1/2, 0.047

SCORES 7 to 3, 21–18

STATISTICS average age 37, average weight 180

SURVEYS 4 out of 5

EXACT AMOUNTS OF MONEY $105.37, $106,000

DIVISIONS OF BOOKS volume 3, chapter 4, page 189

DIVISIONS OF PLAYS act 3, scene 3 (or act III, scene iii)

IDENTIFICATION NUMBERS serial number 10988675

TIME OF DAY 4:00 p.m., 1:30 a.m.

 

^

$430,000
 � The foundation raised four hundred thirty thousand dollars

for cancer research.

NOTE: When not using a.m. or p.m., write out the time in words (two 
o’clock in the afternoon, twelve noon, seven in the morning).
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P10 Italics

This section describes conventional uses for italics. While italics is rec-
ommended by all three style guides covered in this book (MLA, APA, 
and CMS), some instructors may prefer underlining in student papers. If 
that is the case in your course, simply substitute underlining for italics 
in the examples in this section.
 Some computer and online applications do not allow for italics. To 
indicate words that should be italicized, you can use underscore marks or 
asterisks before and after the italic words.

I am planning to write my senior thesis on _Memoirs of a Geisha_.

NOTE: Excessive use of italics to emphasize words or ideas, especially 
in academic writing, is distracting and should be avoided.

P10-a Italicize the titles of works according to 
convention.

Titles of the following types of works, including electronic works, 
should be italicized.

TITLES OF BOOKS The Known World, Middlesex, Encarta

MAGAZINES Time, Scientific American, Salon.com

NEWSPAPERS the Baltimore Sun, the Orlando Sentinel Online

PAMPHLETS Common Sense, Facts about Marijuana

LONG POEMS The Waste Land, Beowulf

PLAYS ’Night Mother, Wicked

FILMS Casablanca, The Hurt Locker

TELEVISION PROGRAMS American Idol, Frontline

RADIO PROGRAMS All Things Considered

MUSICAL COMPOSITIONS Porgy and Bess

CHOREOGRAPHIC WORKS Brief Fling

WORKS OF VISUAL ART American Gothic

ELECTRONIC DATABASES ProQuest

WEB SITES ZDNet, Google

ELECTRONIC GAMES Everquest, Call of Duty
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for foreign words • special uses

 The titles of other works, such as short stories, essays, episodes of 
radio and television programs, songs, and short poems, are enclosed 
in quotation marks. (See P5-c.)

NOTE: Do not use italics when referring to the Bible, titles of books in 
the Bible (Genesis, not Genesis), or titles of legal documents (the Consti-
tution, not the Constitution). Do not italicize the titles of computer soft-
ware (Keynote, Photoshop). Do not italicize the title of your own paper.

P10-b Italicize other terms according to convention.

SPACECRAFT, SHIPS, AIRCRAFT

Challenger, Queen Mary 2, Spirit of St. Louis

The success of the Soviets’ Sputnik energized the US space program.

FOREIGN WORDS

Shakespeare’s Falstaff is a comic character known for both his 
excessive drinking and his general joie de vivre.

EXCEPTION: Do not italicize foreign words that have become a stan-
dard part of the English language — “laissez-faire,” “fait accompli,” 
“modus operandi,” and “per diem,” for example.

WORDS, LETTERS, NUMBERS AS THEMSELVES

Tomás assured us that the chemicals could probably be safely mixed, 
but his probably stuck in our minds.

Some toddlers have trouble pronouncing the letter s.

A big 3 was painted on the stage door. 

NOTE: Quotation marks may be used instead of italics to set off 
words mentioned as words. (See P5-d.)




