Editing Tips*

*A / an / and: do not confuse them.

A while / awhile: there is a slight difference.

Affect / effect: do not confuse them.

Age designations: take care when to hyphenate and when not to; for example, a twenty-one-year-old student is twenty-one years old.

*Agreement in number between pronoun and antecedent: be mindful of it.

Alot: not yet generally accepted; use "a lot."

Alright: not yet generally accepted; use "all right."

Anybody, anyone: these pronouns are singular.

*Apostrophes: people who do not master their conventional use are at a life-long disadvantage.

Arbitrary shifts in tense: avoid them.

Authors' names: we are not usually on a first-name basis with authors; use the full name on first mention, and after that (usually) the last name alone.

Basically: avoid using simply for emphasis.

Be there for: avoid this cliché.

Being that: do not use for "since" or "because."

Block (indented) quotations: learn when and how to use them, and how to punctuate them.

Cannot: one word.

*Case: make appropriate use of nominative and objective pronouns.

Centering: never simulate with tabs or spaces.

Citing quotations: do not forget to do it, parenthetically.

*Colon (:) and semicolon (;): do not confuse them.

*Comma splices: avoid them.

Commas after introductory adverb clauses and long introductory adverb phrases: recommended.

Commas before material in parentheses: rarely, (if ever) used; do not do what I just did.

Commas before material in quotation marks: usually use a comma before dialogue, but not before just anything in quotation marks.

*Commas in relation to titles and "by" phrases: learn the dos, don'ts, whens and wheres.

Contractions: do not overdo them; too many may make your work seem excessively informal.

Dash (— or --) and hyphen (-): do not confuse them, and do not space before or after either (except in some elliptical phrases like "under- or overcooked").

Definitely: avoid using simply for emphasis.

Each other / one another: "each other" usually refers to two, "one another" to more than two.

Ellipses (. . . or …): learn when to use and not to use them.

Enter/Return: do not use instead of automatic word wrap within paragraphs.

Everybody, everyone: these pronouns are singular.

Every day / everyday: the first is an adverb, the second an adjective.

Flush right: use sparingly, and never simulate with tabs or spaces.

*Fragments: usually avoid; at least don't overdo them.

*Fused sentences: avoid them.

*Girl: the female counterpart of a boy; do not use to refer to an adult.

Guy: relatively informal; often inappropriate in a college essay as a synonym for "boy," "man," or the like.

Hopefully: many readers object to this word used to mean "I hope" or "it is to be hoped."

*Hyphenation of "self-" constructions: do not forget it.

I: feel free to use when it is necessary or appropriate to refer to yourself.

Idiomatic expressions and clichés: the latter are best avoided; render the former (and the latter if you do use them) accurately.

In my opinion: avoid this (usually unnecessary) phrase.

Indentation of paragraphs: use tab; never simulate with spaces.

Individual: do not use as a synonym for "person."

*It's / its: do not confuse them.

Kid: not recommended in most college essays as a synonym for "child," "teenager," "student," or the like.

*Lady: do not use as a synonym for "woman."

*Lay / lie: do not confuse them.

Lead / led: do not confuse them.

Left parenthesis: space before (; do not crowd it against a preceding letter or punctuation mark.

Lifestyle: avoid.

*Line breaks: mark each with a slash (/) in non-blocked poetry quotations.

"Line" or "l," "page" or "p" in parenthetical citations: unnecessary after first reference.

Multiple: do not use as a synonym for "many."

*My name: spell it correctly.

Non-blocked quotations: learn when and how to use them, and how to punctuate them.

Numbers: usually use words for small or simple numbers, and numerals for large or complex ones. Avoid beginning a sentence with numerals. Numerals are, of course, perfectly acceptable for scores, in addresses, to designate line numbers, and so on.

*Of: do not mistake for "have" in verb phrases.

On a daily/regular/weekly/yearly basis: use "every day," "regularly," or the like instead.

Page breaks: you can almost always allow your word-processing program to determine them.

*Page numbering/headers: never enter manually where you think either should appear.

Parallelism: be mindful of it.

Parenthetical citations: the conventions for punctuating in relation to them are different for block and non-blocked quotations.

Passive constructions: awkward and unnecessary ones should be avoided by you (get it?).

Poet / author and speaker / narrator: do not confuse or conflate them.

Possessive form of singular nouns ending in "s": almost always add "'s," not just apostrophe.

Proceed to: usually avoid as inflated or pretentious.

Progressive verb forms: learn when not to be using them.

*Proofreading: do it, carefully and thoroughly.

Quotation marks: avoid using to apologize for a word or phrase; if you can't use the language in question without apologizing, don't use it.

Quote: a verb; the preferred form of the noun is "quotation."

Real world: avoid using this phrase as if everyone knows or agrees what it means.

Relationship: vague; avoid overusing.

*Semicolon and comma: in contemporary usage, they are not simply interchangeable.

Situation: vague and often inflated; omit, or find a more expressive word.

So-called: needs its hyphen.

Society: beware of abusing as a catchall abstraction.

Somebody, someone: these pronouns are singular.

Spacing with punctuation marks: do not space before commas, periods, closing quotation marks, etc., and do not space after opening quotation marks or left parentheses.

*Spell checking: do it.

Stanza: a division of a poem not to be confused with a "paragraph" of prose.

State: pretentious and clumsy where "say" will do.

*Subject-verb agreement: be mindful of it.

such as: not routinely followed by a comma or colon.

*Supposed: do not forget the d the word is supposed to end with in cases like this.

*Their / there / they're: do not confuse them.

*Then / than: do not confuse them.

Titles: learn the difference between using them and referring to them; learn which to italicize and which to quote; avoid boldface and all uppercase. For your papers, do not simply use the title of a work you are writing about.

*To / too / two: do not confuse them.

Today's society: do not use.

Tragedy: a literary term; do not use as a synonym for "accident," "calamity," or the like.

Try: writers and other artists don't "try"; they do.

Try and: not an appropriate substitute for "try to."

Use and placement of other punctuation in relation to quotation marks and parentheses: can be complicated, so check your handbook until you learn.

*Used to: do not forget the d when referring to past habit, custom, or the like.

Wander / wonder: do not confuse them.

*Were / where: do not confuse them.

Whereas: one word.

*Who's / whose: do not confuse them.

*Woman / women: do not confuse them.

You: if "you" can logically refer to your reader, it may be appropriate; some other uses, however, are inappropriate.

*You're / your: do not confuse them.


*I may stop reading and return or even fail any paper that exhibits three problems of the sort marked with an asterisk. Make certain your papers don't tempt me to.

