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STYLE GUIDELINES 
These style guidelines apply to all BHS and GHS writing assignments— 
not just research writing. 

“Good writers define reality; bad ones merely restate it.” 
 

~ Edward Albee, American playwright (1928 - 2016) 
 

Style Guidelines? As in Fashion Do’s and Don’ts? 
Here, “style” refers to the guidelines, or writing “style,” set down by business and 
professional organizations, news organizations like the AP or The New York 
Times, as well as reference guides like APA, Chicago, MLA—and this handbook. 
The editors of these publications let the rest of us know how to proceed if we 
don’t know if we can begin a sentence with a numeral (no; see A.3), if we can use 
U.S. or USA in a formal paper (no; see A.5), or if we need direction on which 
titles should be italicized and which call for quotation marks (see A.7-8).  
 

In the Preface, we discussed the fluidity of grammar and the necessity to remain 
flexible, as language is not static and unchanging, but a living, evolving thing. A 
timely example of this has to do with gender-neutral pronouns and the 
increasingly acceptable practice of using the plural “they” in reference to a non-
gender specific individual (see A.6). If you have a question regarding style, 
consult with your teacher or the Writing Center staff. Let’s get started! 
 

Formatting the Formal Essay (see B.9-10 for an illustration and example)   
The Modern Language Association (MLA) publishes a style manual on research 
writing that guides students as they work on writing essays in general and 
research papers in particular; students in high schools, colleges, and universities 
across America adhere to MLA standards. In these same schools, students will 
find themselves referring to other style guides as well, because different 
disciplines adopt different approaches to documentation. Here, the Writing 
Center operates under the auspices of the English Department, and because MLA 
is a standard for English composition, we have adopted MLA as the primary style 
at BHS and GHS. Learning to navigate this handbook will benefit you in years to 
come, and mastering MLA in high school will help you understand the principles 
behind other styles, like APA (American Psychological Association), in college.  
 

(Section F of this edition of the handbook provides a brief look at APA. It is by 
no means comprehensive, but it does provide the basics.) 
 

In the Writing Center, Microsoft Word opens already defaulted to MLA; you 
need only supply the text. For those working in Google Docs, the bsd7students 
template gallery provides MLA-formatted templates for the formal essay, formal 
assessments, the annotated bibliography, the works-cited page (for speeches and 
presentations), and research writing (which includes a works-cited page), as well 
as templates for the formal outline, booklets, brochures, and storyboards.   
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As per MLA,  the templates 
 •  are double-spaced, 
 

 • have one-inch margins,  
 

 • are set to Times New Roman, size 12 font, and 
 

 • include a four-line heading at the top left of your paper: 
 

Your Name Lucy Dogge 
Your Teacher’s (or Teachers’) Names Ms. Ells 
Name of Class/2 (the class meets period 2) English I/2 
Due Date (Day Month Year) 18 January 2020 

 

Finally, the header at the half-inch mark (.5”) in the upper right margin numbers 
your pages. The header consists of your last name and the page number (‘Dogge 
7’; see examples, B.9-10; D.28-29). The heading and header are already 
formatted in the Writing Center’s templates; you need only replace the generic 
text with text pertinent to you and the assignment. 
 

If you choose to begin with a blank document, understand that while Google Docs 
opens with one-inch margins, you must change other default settings (1.15 line 
spacing and Arial size 11 font) to adhere to MLA. Additionally, the header is on 
the left and is too high (it will likely be cut off while printing). To correct all this, 
 • select ‘Header & page number —> Header’ from the INSERT menu, 
 

 • set the font to Times New Roman, size 12, 
 

 • align to the right, type your last name, and insert one space, 
 

 • select ‘Header & page number —> Page number’ from the INSERT menu 
and select the first image/option; click ‘OK.’ 

 

CAUTION: Google unhelpfully provides a template with its own version of 
MLA, “Report MLA,” and it is a mess. Trust only those templates provided by the 
Writing Center. 
 

What about returns, spaces, and end marks?  
 • MLA double-spaces everything, so never insert extra returns between the 

heading and title, and the title and the first line of text. Strike just one 
return between paragraphs and works-cited entries. 

 

 • You may insert either one or two spaces between sentences, as long as you 
are consistent throughout the paper, including the works-cited page.  

 

 • Insert one space only after internal punctuation marks like the comma, 
colon, and semi-colon. 

 

 • When a sentence ends with an abbreviation that requires a period, do not 
add another period to end the sentence.  
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Numbers 
Never begin a sentence with a numeral (1, 6, 98). Spell out numbers that can be 
written in one or two words (five, one-third, forty-seven, one hundred, six 
thousand); represent all other numbers with numerals (51/3, 101, 6,839). 
 

 Wrong: 6 out of 7 sea serpents seem slightly sluggish, but six hundred and sixty out 
of every seven hundred and seventy simply seem slow. 

 

 Right: Six out of seven sea serpents seem slightly sluggish, but 660 out of every 
770 simply seem slow. 

 

However, when used infrequently, it is permissible to spell out what would 
ordinarily be expressed in numerals and symbols if you can do so in three words 
or fewer (not “three words or less”! see C.5), such as in seventeen percent, 
thirty-five pounds, eighty-nine cents. Present large numbers with a combination of 
numbers and words (300 million).  
 

Things become more complicated when there is a mix of uses. In the example 
below, neither six months nor four-county region is used with related figures, so 
the numbers are spelled out. But the other numbers in the sentence are paired—
and therefore related—so numerals are used.  
 

Six months prior to the election, 500 of 795 registered voters in one four-
county region supported the legislature’s attempts to control spending, while 
482 of 600 registered voters in another four-county region did not. 

 

Treat the plural of a number like the noun it is (fours, sixes, twenties, 1990s). Use 
numerals for all numbers  
 

 • preceding a technical measurement in science papers (56 milliliters), 
 

 • in addresses (N. 5616 D St.), 
 

 • with fractions (of more than three words: 21/2, 73/4) and with decimal 
fractions (.5, .07, .75), 

 

 • with page references (page 407), and  
 

 • with abbreviations or symbols (17%, 35 lbs., 89¢, $5).  
 

Inclusive Numbers  In a range of numbers  
 • give the second number in full for numbers through ninety-nine (82-93); 
 

 • give only the last two digits of the second number with larger inclusive 
numbers (437-56), unless more are necessary for clarity (402-523) 

 

 • write the full range of years (1439-1966) unless they are within the same 
decade (1981-86) or century (2008-25).  
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Dates, Eras, and Times of Day 
The rules governing dates, eras, and times of day are straightforward. 
 • Both the day-month-year style (17 March 1950) and the month-day-year 

style are correct in the text of a paper, but be consistent.  
 

 • Spell out months in the text of the paper, but abbreviate them in works-
cited entries—except May, June, and July. (See D.17 for the proper 
formatting of months and seasons in a works-cited entry.)  

 

 • Do not use a comma between a month and a year (March 2015). When 
specifying a decade, insert an apostrophe only to replace the numbers 
denoting the century: the ‘60s; otherwise drop any apostrophe: 1930s  

 

 • Lowercase centuries when writing them out; hyphenate when using them 
as adjectives before nouns (sixteenth-century music).  

 

 • The abbreviation BC follows a year (29 BC); AD precedes a year (AD 39). 
 

 • Capitalize the names of historical eras: Zhou Dynasty, Dark Ages, 
Protestant Reformation, Age of Reason, Progressive Era, Space Age. 

 

 • Use numerals for most times of day (11:15 a.m.), but spell out hours 
when followed by o’clock (four o’clock). 

 

Abbreviations  
 • Titles and terms relating to times, dates, and units of measure (within 

technical or scientific writing) are ordinarily abbreviated. 
 

 • When a sentence ends with an abbreviation that requires a period, do not 
add another period to end the sentence.  

 

 • Certain abbreviations do not require periods, such as postal abbreviations 
for states (two uppercase letters). When unsure, consult a dictionary.  

 

Organizations, Governmental Names/Terms, Capitalization   
(see also Exceptions: Special Titles, A.8) 
 • Capitalize the names—both full and shortened—of political, legislative, 

judicial, and administrative bodies, departments, offices, and bureaus: 
Democrats/Republicans/Socialists/Communists, the Democratic/ 
Republican/Socialist/Communist Party, United States Congress, Congress, 
Senate, Parliament, Bozeman City Council.  

 

 • Lowercase when used as adjectives or generic entities: congressional, 
parliamentary, democratic, the party, administration, cabinet, city hall, 
government, federal agencies, city council. 

 

 • Lowercase acts, laws, policies, treaties, documents, and programs when 
used generically. Capitalize when using their formal names: the First 
Amendment, the Bill of Rights, the Constitution, the Brady Act, Title IX/9, 
the Treaty of Versailles, the Marshall Plan, Head Start.  
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Geographic Names  
 • Spell out geographic names such as cities, states, and territories. With a 

few exceptions, such as USSR, spell out the names of countries.  
 

 • Spell out United States (or use America) rather than abbreviating U.S. or 
USA in formal writing.  

 

 • Abbreviate such names in documentation, postal addresses, and when part 
of the name of an agency or organization (USDA). When the abbreviation 
is in capital letters, it is acceptable to omit periods between letters and 
after; it is also correct to use them (Washington DC or D.C.; US or U.S.). 

 

Names and Titles of Persons 
 • State a person’s name fully and accurately the first time it is used. In 

subsequent references give the last name only, whether the person is male 
or female, assuming you refer to only one person with that last name in 
your paper. 

 

 • Always omit titles such as Mr., Ms., Mrs., and Miss. See D.26 for help 
with suffixes such as Jr., Sr.; PhD; and I, II, III, IV. 

 

 • Capitalize the official position of a person when a title precedes the name 
and lowercase the title when it follows a name. 

 

County Attorney Oliver Fry Oliver Fry, county attorney 

Governor Rose Kieffer Rose Kieffer, governor 
District Judge Betsy Spang Betsy Spang, district judge 
Professor Walter King Walter King, professor 
Dr. Richard Kildare Richard Kildare, physician 

 

 • After clearly identifying a person and the position held, the title alone  
(in lowercase) is sufficient upon subsequent references. 

 

Pope Francis waved to the crowd. The pope waved to the crowd. 
Representative Jeannette Rankin voted no. The representative voted no. 
Governor Bullock vetoed the bill. The governor vetoed the bill. 

 

 • Include the full name and title upon first reference to nobility (Richard 
Plantagenet, duke of Gloucester). Gloucester alone is sufficient thereafter, 
but follow the examples set by your source because the practice can vary.  

 

 • Insert a period and a space between initials when used with a last name  
(J. R. R. Tolkien); omit both spaces and periods with initials alone  
(JFK, LBJ, FBI, NCIS). 
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Gender/Avoiding Sexist Language (see he/she, C.6) 
Words can convey more than the writer intends, so it’s important to avoid 
language that excludes, particularly gender-specific pronouns. In years past, most 
writers would apply the masculine pronouns he, him, or his when the subject did  
not require a specific identity, because this generic application was widely 
understood to encompass both genders. This is considered sexist today, exclusive 
rather than inclusive, so some writers use he or she, he/she, or s/he as a solution, 
which inevitably becomes cumbersome for the writer and tiresome for the reader.  
 

Earlier we discussed how language evolves and how we must evolve with it. It 
wasn’t that long ago that the plural pronoun “they” referenced two or more 
individuals only; today is it accepted practice to use “they” as a singular, non-
gender specific pronoun: Anyone who has lost their mind will find it in the Lost 
and Found. It might help to know that luminaries from Chaucer to Shakespeare to 
Merriam-Webster to the BBC have used “they” as a singular pronoun.  
 

For formal writing, however, MLA recommends one of three alternatives (which 
also resolve antecedent-pronoun agreement issues): 
 • recasting the sentence to eliminate the need for a pronoun: 
 Any student late for class will receive a tardy. 
 

 • making the antecedent (and therefore the pronoun) plural: 
 Students who are late for their classes will receive tardies. 

 

The first two options are preferable to the third, but if they don’t work, try 
using a specific gender when referring to a particular generic situation—being 

sure to occasionally vary the gender in subsequent situations: 
 

If a student is late, she will receive a tardy.  
 

When a student writes several drafts, his paper will improve. 
 

When a teacher is CPR-certified, she can take her classes on field trips. 
 

Avoid gender-specific labels (actor, actress; policeman, policewoman; waiter, 
waitress; chairman, chairwoman); use inclusive, gender-neutral terms (actor, 
police officer, server, chair) instead. 
 

There’s another aspect to using “they” as a singular pronoun. Many people do not 
identify with either gender, and it is widely understood today that using “he” or 
“she” or “his” or her” to refer to these individuals disregards how they see 
themselves, disrespectfully imposing society’s labels upon them instead. While 
new words have been constructed as singular, gender-neutral pronouns, the most 
widely accepted are “they” and “them” and “their” and “themself/ themselves”—
usage standard today in dictionaries, periodicals, and style and usage manuals. 
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Ethnic and Socioeconomic Language 
 • Capitalize the names of ethnic (Hispanic, African American, Caucasian) 

and national (Germans, Spaniards) groups. 
 

 • Lowercase references based on color (black people, whites) and 
socioeconomics (the homeless, the aristocracy, middle-class workers).  

 

Titles of Works  
Capitalization & Punctuation 
 • Take the title of a work from the title page, not from its cover or spine.  

 

 • Do not reproduce unusual characteristics, such as all-capital or all-
lowercase letters (this also applies to the names of Web sites, with the 
exception of those using acronyms, e.g., CNN and TED). Rather, set all 
titles in title case: capitalize the first word, the last word, and all principal 
words (including those that follow hyphens in compound terms). 

 

  Specifically, and unless they are the first or last words, do not capitalize 
the articles (a, an, and the), prepositions (in, of, to, for, among, under, 
over, between, etc.), or conjunctions (and, but, or, for, yet, etc.) of any 
title—one belonging to a source or one you crafted yourself: 

 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 
Bless the Beasts and the Children 
A Title of My Own 
Lenny’s Death: Murderous Deed or Compassionate Act?  
To Sleep, Perchance to Dream: What Does Hamlet Really Want? 

 

Italicized Titles, Names, Works, and Words  Italicize (underline in handwritten 
form) the titles of works or productions that are published or produced 
independently, such as  
 • books,  
 • plays, 
 • long poems published as books (The Odyssey, Beowulf),  
 • specific editions of religious works (The Holy Bible, Everyman’s Talmud), 
 • pamphlets, 
 • periodicals (newspapers, magazines, journals),  
 • films,  
 • radio and television programs,  
 • ballets and operas,  
 • record albums, CDs, DVDs, and audio files, 
 • works of art, and 
 • Web sites and databases. 
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Italicize the names of ships, aircraft, and spacecraft.  
 

Italicize words from foreign languages, as well as letters, words, and numerals 
used to represent themselves: 
 

She was both pompous and pretentious when she referred to Petunia, her 
poodle, as ma chienne.  

 

He excelled in reciting his ABCs but stumbled with his 1-2-3s and sincerelys. 
 

NOTE: Take care when using italics or “quotation marks” for emphasis!!! 
(Likewise avoid the overuse of exclamation marks!!—more on that later.) Word 
choices impart a tone to a piece; when italicized or in quotation marks, they may 
impart an unintentionally inappropriate tone, especially in research or formal 
writing. Choose instead strong and appropriate words. 
 

Titles in Quotation Marks  Use quotation marks to enclose the titles of works 
published or produced within larger works, such as 
 • songs,  
 • articles and essays,  
 • short stories,  
 • short poems, 
 • book chapters,  
 • television and radio program episodes,  
 • pages of a Web site, and  
 • unpublished works like lectures and speeches. 
 

Italicize or enclose within quotation marks the titles of any works you incorporate 
into the titles of your own poems, stories, or essays: 
 

The Use of Symbolism in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” 
 

Strength of Character: Doing the Right Thing in To Kill a Mockingbird  
 

Exceptions: Special Titles  Do not italicize or use quotation marks for titles of  
 • religious works (Bible, Genesis, Koran, Talmud),  
 • laws, acts (Title IX, Animal Welfare Act, First Amendment),  
 • political documents (Magna Carta, Declaration of Independence), 
 • societies (American Medical Association, Montana Rivers Association), 
 • buildings (Sears Tower, Empire State Building, Arch of Constantine), 
 • monuments (Mount Rushmore, Lincoln Memorial, Berlin Wall),  
 • conferences (Instructional Leaders Summit, MEA Spring Conference),  
 • workshops and courses (Content Literacy, Biographies of War), or  
 • instrumental music identified by form/number/key  

(the Funeral March, from Chopin’s Sonata no. 2 in B flat minor, op. 35). 
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Shortened Titles  If you use a title often in the text of your paper, you may, after 
stating the title in full at least once, use an abbreviation or a shortened form of the 
title, preferably one that is familiar or obvious.  
 

To Kill a Mockingbird   (TKMB, or Mockingbird)  
All Quiet on the Western Front   (AQWF)   
A Raisin in the Sun   (Raisin) 
A Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovitch   (Denisovitch) 

 

Quotations (see also Punctuation of Direct Quotations, A.12-13)  
Quotations, when used selectively, can be effective elements of writing. Use 
quotations only when the original passage is particularly vivid, unusual, 
controversial, or difficult to paraphrase accurately (see fourth bullet, D.1). 
Accuracy is critical; do not confuse the reader when introducing the quote.  
 

Quotations, Prose  If the quotation is no more than four typed lines, run it into 
the text. Incorporate (or set up) the quotation by 
 • constructing a clear, grammatically-correct sentence that introduces the 

quotation with accuracy;  
 

 • paraphrasing the original passage and integrating fragments of quotations 
into your text; or  

 

 • attributing the quote to the person or fictional character.  
 

Block Quotations  Type the quotation; if it runs more than four typed lines it 
must be set off from your text (like the Faust quotation on the next page). To do 
this, strike a return to start a new line. Then 
 • drag both halves of the left margin marker to the .5” mark of the ruler to 

indent the quotation one-half inch. This replaces opening and closing 
quotation marks; add only those quotation marks that are in the original.  

 

 • continue to double-space all lines. If the entire quotation consists of 
dialogue, do not surround it with quotation marks.  

 

 • place the citation after the end punctuation for the sentence (unlike the 
standard in-text citation). Do not insert another period after the citation:   

 

Medical Shakespearians are fond of speculating on the manner and cause of 
Shakespeare’s death. The Shakespeare Data Bank, an ongoing project to 
computerize all information about Shakespeare’s life and works, currently 
lists over twenty possible causes of death, including shock over his daughter 
Judith’s marriage, writer’s cramp, [. . .] and “intolerable entrails.” (Epstein 36) 

 

Do not indent the first line of a block quote unless you are quoting two or more 
paragraphs. In that case, indent the first line of each paragraph another quarter 
inch. But do not indent the first line of the first paragraph if it did not begin the 
paragraph originally; indent only the first lines of any subsequent paragraphs.  
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When attributing a quotation, you may 
 • use a colon to introduce the quotation for a more formal tone.  

 Mason considers it a foolish idea: “The plan is obviously flawed” (443). 
 

 • use a comma to establish a pause. 
 “The plan,” according to Mason, “is obviously flawed” (443). 

 

 • omit any attributive punctuation when the quote is integral to the sentence. 
 Mason holds the plan to be “obviously flawed” (443). 

 

NOTE: Do not insert the closing quotation mark after the in-text citation: 
“obviously flawed (443).” The citation is not, after all, part of the quoted material. 
Also, your sentence ends after the citation; insert the closing period there. 
 

Students sometimes confuse attributing quoted lines with citing a quotation. They 
are unsure who or what to cite—the person who spoke the words in the quotation? 
the whole quotation? both? the source their source used?  
 

In research writing, a citation credits the source from which you plucked the 
material. Attribution makes clear who had spoken or written the quoted lines 
(see bulleted items above). You would attribute a quote to President Kennedy, 
but you would cite the source in which you found Kennedy’s words. 
 

A concrete example might help. The block quote that follows is from Drew 
Gilpin Faust’s, This Republic of Suffering.  

Yet for all the horrors of combat, soldiers dreaded dying of disease even more. 
Death from illness, one Iowa soldier observed, offered “all the evils of the 
battlefield with none of its honors.” Twice as many Civil War soldiers died of 
disease as of battle wounds. The war, Union surgeon general William A. 
Hammond later observed, was fought at the “end of the medical middle ages.” 
(Faust 4) 

 

The citation crediting Faust lies within parentheses and follows the quotation. 
Within the quotation, Faust attributes the two excerpted quotes to an Iowa 
soldier and Union Surgeon General William Hammond. Nowhere would a student 
list the sources which Faust used for her book; what is important are the sources 
the student uses. (Note the absence of a period after the citation; see “Block 
Quotations” on A.9 for help with formatting.) 
 

A Quotation (or a Title) within a Quotation  Single quotation marks enclose a 
quotation within a quotation. Do not insert a space between any single and double 
quotation marks. Capitalize the first letter of the embedded quotation if it is a 
complete sentence in itself; italicize the titles of books, periodicals, movies, etc. 
 

“I know what I heard,” replied Izzie. “Max said, ‘The cat is black.’” 
 

“The poem alludes to Rudy’s ‘Sunday Morning,’” noted Coco. 
 

“I can’t believe Milo and Rocko loved Shrimpy’s Twitchy Tail,” said Reggie.  
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Quotations, Poetry  If you quote no more than three lines of verse, put them in 
quotation marks and incorporate the quotation into your paragraph. To separate 
the quoted lines, use a slash with a space on each side. 
 
 

Frances credits lines 23 and 24 from Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy 
Mistress” with saving her from an empty and unfulfilling relationship: “And 
yonder all before us lie / Deserts of vast eternity.”  

 

Treat verse quotations of more than three lines like block quotes: set them apart 
from your text. To do this, strike a return to start a new line. Then 
 • indent all lines one-half inch from the left margin—unless the quotation 

involves special spacing. Never tab to indent; instead, move the left 
margin marker to the .5” mark of the ruler. 

 

 • do not add any quotation marks that do not appear in the original. 
Continue to double-space all lines.  

 

 • place the in-text citation—which references the numbered lines of the 
poem—after the end punctuation (if any) of the quotation’s final line.  

 

The first lines of Linda Pastan’s poem, “The Death of a Parent,” perfectly 
express the startled awareness of the generational shift when a parent dies. 

 

Move to the front 
of the line 
a voice says, and suddenly 
there is nobody 
left standing between you 
and the world, to take 
the first blows 
on their shoulders. (1-8) 

 

 • do not conclude the citation with a period, even if no end punctuation 
appears in the poem. Instead, strike a return and move the left margin 
marker back to the “0” mark.  

 

Quotations, Drama  When quoting dialogue between characters in a play,  
 • craft a clear, grammatically-correct sentence that accurately introduces or 

incorporates the quotation.  
 

 Ever the diplomat, Odysseus gently explains why he must forgo Kalypso’s 
charms to return to his beloved Penelope:  

 

 • strike a return after your introductory sentence, and tab. 
 

 • present the character’s name in all-capital letters, and insert a period and a 
space before beginning the quotation; do not insert quotation marks:  

 

  ODYSSEUS. My lady goddess, here is no cause for anger. 
 

 • set a hanging indent at three-quarters of an inch to indent a character’s 
subsequent lines a quarter inch more. Hit a return to continue the dialogue.  
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 • reproduce stage directions (in italics) exactly as they appear in the original 
source.  

 

John Proctor, in Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, regains his honor when he 
refuses to yield to the tyranny of superstition and lies: 

 

 HALE. Man, you will hang! You cannot! 
 

 PROCTOR. his eyes full of tears. I can. And there’s your first marvel, 
that I can. (144) 

NOTE: Treat Shakespeare’s prose like any other, and his verse and dramatic lines 
(when quoting a single character) as you would poetry. See top of A.11. 
 

Punctuation of Direct Quotations and Dialogue (see also A.9-10, A.13) 
 • Use quotation marks to enclose a direct quotation. 
 

 • Use single quotation marks to surround a quotation within a quotation. 
Do not insert a space between the double quotation mark and the single. 

 

 • Periods and commas always come before the closing quotation mark. 
 

 • Exclamation points and question marks that directly relate to the 
dialogue or the quotation must come before the closing quotation mark. 

 

 • When citing a direct quotation, insert the closing period after the 
citation. Do not insert a period at the end of the quotation; the sentence—
your sentence—does not end there. It ends after the in-text citation. 

 

“The river seems to come alive in a canyon just before it roars through China 
Rapids and then over the 30-foot Kootenai Falls” (Revenant). 

 

NOTE: A direct quotation begins with a capital letter, unless it is clearly only a 
fragment and not intended to stand by itself. When a direct quotation is 
interrupted by explanatory remarks or attribution, such as he said or said Mary, 
the second part of the quotation begins with a lowercase letter—unless it is a 
complete sentence. Use the dialogue on the following page as a model. 
 • Only the words actually spoken as dialogue lie within the quotation marks. 
 

 • The reader must be able to tell who is saying what.  
 

If two people are speaking, only occasional attribution is necessary.  
 

  If more than two people are speaking, attribute the dialogue at every 
line—unless the context clearly identifies each speaker.  
 

The line of dialogue should be indented with each new speaker, even if 
it is just one word. However, if the dialogue begins, ends, or sits in the 
middle of a narrative paragraph, it is not necessary to indent dialogue 
involving a single speaker. 

 

 • Separate attribution with a comma. If the attribution precedes the dialogue, 
the comma follows the attribution. If the dialogue comes first, the comma 
goes after the last spoken word and before the closing quotation mark.  
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The lines of dialogue in the conversation below are attributed and punctuated in a 
variety of ways Best friends Miranda and Tess discuss the latest rumor involving 
Miranda’s boyfriend, Matt, as they sit in Tess’s room and share confidences.  

 

 “I can’t believe it,” Miranda said when she learned of Matt’s behavior, 
“and I won’t believe it until Matt tells me about the incident himself.” 
 

 “Do you know what you’re saying? Are you nuts? What if it’s true? 
What if he really did do all those terrible things?” asked Tess incredulously. 
“You really love him that much?" 
 

 “Yes,” Miranda said emphatically, “I sure do. He’s mine and I’m going to 
stand by him. Together we will prove everyone wrong.” 
 

 “Well, that’s fine, but I just hope your love is strong enough to face what’s 
coming, especially from your parents,” said Tess.   
 

 “I really love my parents, Tess—but my love for Matt comes first.” 
 

 “Wow, that’s really heavy.”   
 

 “Heavy, but true,” Miranda sighed.  
 

 “I’m curious; how will you handle Trixie?”   
 

 “Trixie?”   
 

 “You know her,” said Tess. “She sits behind you in study hall and keeps 
writing Matt’s name all over her notebook,”  
 

 “Oh, her? Why should I tell her anything?”   
 

 “Well, I heard that Matt dropped her just before you started dating him. 
She and Matt dated for a couple of years and everyone says she still loves him.”   
 

 Miranda rolled her eyes. “Not another one!” she wailed.  
 

(See A.10 for more examples.) 
 

Ellipses  
An ellipsis (three spaced periods, sometimes enclosed within brackets) indicates 
the omission of material from quoted text, prose, or poetry: “I stand before you  
[. . .] without having a lawful right to vote.” The periods denote the omitted 
word(s), and the brackets distinguish your ellipsis from any appearing in the 
original source. (Though optional, the brackets provide clarity.) But be careful to 
accurately reflect the author’s purpose, or you might leave the reader with a 
different interpretation than what the author intended. 
 

An ellipsis is not necessary when quoting only a word or phrase; quotation marks 
are enough to show you left out most of the sentence. 
 

Susan B. Anthony called it a “downright mockery” to remind women of their 
freedoms when they are refused the right to vote by their government. 

 

For an ellipsis at the end of a sentence, bracket three spaced periods and place the 
sentence period after the closing bracket.  
 

Anthony continued, “To them this government has not just powers [. . .].”  
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Do the same when omitting one or more sentences. But when omitting material 
from the middle of one sentence to the middle of another, use only three spaced 
periods within a set of brackets. 
 

“This government is not a democracy. [. . .]. It is an odious aristocracy, [. . .] 
which ordains all men sovereigns, all women subjects, carries dissension, 
discord, and rebellion into every home of the nation” (Anthony 58). 

 

When an in-text citation follows the bracketed ellipsis at the end of a sentence, 
place the sentence period after the closing parenthesis of the citation.  
 

They “define a citizen to be a person [. . .] entitled to hold office [. . .]” 
(Anthony 58). 

 

NOTE: Brackets are also used to enclose words added to a quote when the 
original lacks clarity. The brackets distinguish those words from the original.  
 

Abraham Lincoln said he didn’t “believe everything [he] read on the Internet 
just because there [was] a picture with a quote next to it” (poster).* 

 

*Caution: Verify all quotations, especially those found on the Internet. 
 

Punctuation 
“I’m exhausted. I spent all morning putting in a comma and all afternoon taking it out.” 
 ~ attributed to Oscar Wilde, Irish writer (1854 - 1900) 

*          *          * 
End Marks (periods, question / exclamation marks): Some basic reminders 
 • Do not use a question mark at the end of a declarative sentence containing 

an indirect question: “They asked if I had been practicing my piano.” 
 

 • Use the exclamation mark sparingly!  It is best to rely on strong word 
choices to convey tone!!! 

 

 • Most abbreviations conclude with a period, but some are written without 
periods, such as the postal service abbreviation for states (MT, ID, TX). 
When unsure, consult a dictionary. (See Names and Titles of Persons and 
Geographic Names, A.5, for an expanded discussion.) 

 

NOTE: When a sentence ends with a question mark, an exclamation point, or an 
abbreviation that requires a period, do not add another period to end the sentence.  
 

Commas (see A.14-16 for help with punctuating quotations and dialogue)  
Novice writers often use commas generously, which can result in halting, stop-
and-go writing. They may feel long sentences must have commas (not 
necessarily), or that a pause indicates a need for a sentence (not everyone pauses 
in the same spot). But in time, the attentive student develops a better sense about 
commas and uses them sparingly. It takes practice. Understanding the rules and 
examples that follow will help, but they provide only the broadest of applications.  
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When in doubt, consult your teacher, a style manual such as this one, or a 
reputable online source like Grammar Girl. Above all else, strive for clarity. 
 

The rules for commas, in general: 
 • Use commas to separate three or more items in a series: The colors of the 

American flag are red, white, and blue.  
 

NOTE: While the Oxford, or serial, comma (the one before the and in a series of 
single items) is optional—and therefore subjective—MLA says to insert it. (So do 
most lawsuits—ask your teacher.) Always, however, insert a comma before the 
final and with compound items: My favorite sandwiches are peanut butter and 
jelly, peanut butter and banana, and peanut butter and Spam.  
 

 • Do not insert a comma after the last item of a series (of at least three 
items) that does not end the sentence.  

 

Except! A comma is needed after the third or last item when a nonessential 
clause—a clause that could be dropped without changing the essential meaning of 
the sentence—follows. Listening to the flow of the sentence can help: 
 
 

 Nonessential: Her favorite colors are red, brown, and green, which match her eyes. 
 

 Essential: Her favorite colors are red, brown, and green because they match her eyes.  
 

 • Use a comma to separate two or more adjectives preceding a noun—
except for when you shouldn’t. Wait—what? 

 

Sometimes the adjective closest to the noun should be considered part of the 
noun; do not use a comma before such an adjective. In the example below, you 
wouldn’t insert and or a comma between air and bags because air defines the 
bags, rather than describes them.  
 

 Right: The red air bags, which didn’t match my car’s blue interior, displeased me. 
 

 Wrong: The red, air bags . . .   The red and air bags . . .   
 

When unsure, try transposing the adjectives. If the meaning of the sentence does 
not change, use a comma. Still unsure? Try inserting and between the adjectives. 
If the meaning of the sentence does not change, use a comma.  
 

 Original:  It was a sad, dreary afternoon. (Is a comma needed? Yes? No? Try it out.) 
 

 Insert a comma:  It was a dreary, sad afternoon.  
 

 Insert and:  It was a sad and dreary afternoon.  
 

 • Use a comma before a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, yet, 
so, or for) when joining two independent clauses. 

 

 Shelly delighted in her daily dandelions, but she pranced for her purple petunias.  
 

NOTE: You may omit the comma if the independent clauses are very short. If the  
clauses themselves contain commas, use a semicolon before the coordinating 
conjunction. (See example on A.17, second bullet under Semicolons.) 
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And finally . . . 
 • Use a comma after interjections at the beginning of a sentence, such as 

Yes, No, and Well: No, I haven’t been using your toothbrush. 
 

 • Use a comma after transitional words, such as however, thus, finally, 
consequently, hence, however, and nevertheless. 

 

 • Use a comma after introductory participial phrases: Having learned 
about introductory commas, I had no problem with the essay. 

 

 • Use a comma after introductory prepositional phrases, unless the phrase 
is brief and the sentence remains clear without the comma: Between the 
waters, the calm surface seemed to cry for a caddis fly. 

 

 • Use commas to set off parenthetical expressions: “My stomach, for 
example, tends to complain a lot.” 

 

 • Use commas to set off words in direct address: “You, Sir, are a bore.” 
 

 • Use commas to set off nonessential appositives or appositive clauses. 
An appositive names or further describes the noun it follows: “The little 
schnauzer, Oliver, is bossy.” Oliver is a nonessential appositive, merely 
extra information. Because it is not essential to the sentence, you can 
remove it and the point remains the same: The little schnauzer is bossy.   

 

NOTE:  Removing the commas makes every word of the sentence essential: The 
mini schnauzer Oliver is bossy. That is, of all the mini schnauzers around, it is 
Oliver that is the bossy one. (See also Adjective Clauses, A.21-22.) 
 

Colons 
Like the comma, the colon is internal punctuation; insert one space only between 
the colon and the next word. 
 

 • Use a colon before a list of things, especially following words such as 
these, as follows, or the following. Do not use a colon if a verb or a 
preposition precedes the list, as in the three incorrect examples below. 

 

My favorite things are: bugs, trees, books, and you.  
I will travel with: Sue, Boo, Hugh, and Lou.  
Bird sounds include: squawk, tweet, chirp, and coo. 

 

You can see how unnecessary the colon is in the sentences above. The words are, 
with, and include make it clear a list of things are coming up. Inserting a colon is 
redundant and merely disrupts the flow of the sentences. 
 

 • Use a colon before a long or formal quotation. 
 

 • Use a colon before a statement or principle that illustrates, explains, 
elaborates, or restates the preceding material.   
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NOTE: Lowercase the first letter of an explanation, elaboration, or restatement 
that follows a colon. “I studied her plan intently: her madness lay in her method.” 
However, capitalize the first letter of a rule or principle following a colon, as in 
“Adhere to the tardy policy: You are to be in the classroom when the bell rings.” 
 

Semicolons 
 • Use a semicolon between independent clauses not joined by a 

coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, yet, so, and for): “I hate my 
smile; I have no lips so all that’s visible is a slightly curved line. 

 

 • Use a semicolon to separate clauses containing commas when those 
clauses appear as items in a series: “I have the following: bees and 
bonnets; apps, apples, and appliances; and worries, woes, and wisdom.” 

 

 • Use a semicolon between independent clauses that are joined by a 
conjunctive adverb, such as however, therefore, moreover, nevertheless, 
furthermore, meanwhile, and consequently: “I don’t; however, I should.” 

 

 • Use a semicolon between independent clauses that are joined by 
transitional expressions such as for example, as a result, that is, in other 
words, for instance, and in fact: “I haven’t; in other words, I didn’t.” 

 

Apostrophes 
 • Use an apostrophe and an s for the possessive case of a singular or 

plural noun not ending in s, whether common or proper: the cat’s meow, 
Joe’s haircut, the people’s vote, the Missoula Children’s Theater. 

 

 • Use an apostrophe and an s for the possessive case of a singular noun 
that ends in s, x, or z, whether common or proper: bus’s schedule, the 
kibbutz’s security, the aviatrix’s fame, Venus’s beauty, Dickens’s works. 

 

 • Use an apostrophe alone for the possessive case of a plural noun ending 
in s, whether common or proper: the students’ handbooks, the kittens’ 
purring, the Williamses’ driveway, the Dickenses’ economic woes. 

 

 • Use an apostrophe alone for the possessive case of nouns that are 
singular in meaning but plural in form, whether common or proper: a 
species’ traits, the United States’ map, the Cats’ rivalry with the Grizzlies. 

 

 • Put only the last word of a compound noun, such as sister-in-law’s and 
someone else’s in the possessive form. (But for plurals, add an s to the first 
word: sons-in-law, maids-in-waiting, attorneys general.)  

 

 • If two or more persons possess an item jointly, only the last person 
named should be put in the possessive form (Sy and Sid’s tree). If two or 
more persons possess an item individually, put each of their names in the 
possessive form (Fay’s and Ray’s convertibles).  
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 • Use an apostrophe for the possessive of singular, indefinite pronouns 
like each other’s and everybody’s. Do not use an apostrophe with 
possessive personal pronouns such as its, hers, his, theirs, and whose. 

 

Plurals and Contractions 
 • In most cases, add only an s to form the plural of numerals (1860s, nines), 

phrases (dos and don’ts, ifs and buts) and capitalized consonants (Ns, BAs, 
TAs). Add an ’s to form the plural of capitalized vowels (A’s, I’s) and all 
lowercased letters (p’s, t’s, i’s, e’s).  

 

 • Use an apostrophe in place of letters omitted in contractions (it’s, can’t, 
won’t, shouldn’t). However, avoid using contractions in formal and 
academic writing. Such devices are conversational in origin and best 
suited for dialogue and informal writing. 

 

Parentheses 
 • Use parentheses to surround material that is extra or of minor importance 

in a sentence. Any punctuation marks needed by the parenthetical material 
belong inside the parentheses; punctuation marks needed by the sentence 
as a whole belong outside of the parentheses. A complete sentence 
enclosed by parentheses contained within another sentence should 
neither be capitalized nor include end punctuation. 

 

Hyphens 
 • At the end of a line, use a hyphen to divide a word between syllables. The 

following guidelines generally apply: (1) do not divide one-syllable words, 
(2) do not divide a word and leave a single letter on a line, (3) divide a 
word containing a double consonant between the two consonants (but if 
the double consonant comes at the end of a root word with a suffix, divide 
the word between the root and the suffix), and (4) if a word already 
contains a hyphen, divide the word only at the hyphen. 

 

 • Use a hyphen after any prefix joined to a proper noun or a proper 
adjective. 

 

 • Use a hyphen after the prefixes all-, ex- (meaning “former”), and self-. But 
do not use a hyphen after the prefixes anti-, co-, multi-, non-, over-, post-, 
pre-, re-, semi-, sub-, un-, and under- unless a hyphen is required to 
eliminate confusion between words that look alike but are different in 
meaning and pronunciation (e.g., re-cover: re-covering a chair, as opposed 
to recovering from an illness). 

 

NOTE: Use a hyphen after prefixes like anti- when they join a word beginning 
with i; the double i will make the word hard to recognize (antiintellectual). 
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 • Use a hyphen in a compound adjective that precedes the noun it 
modifies (four-minute mile, two-hour stint, newly-hatched egg). 

 

NOTE: Do not use a hyphen when one of the modifiers is an adverb that ends in  
-ly, or with too, very, or much. 
 

ALSO: Certain compound adjectives are always hyphenated, even when they 
follow the nouns they modify. Other compound adjectives are actually single 
words. When unsure, consult a print dictionary or Merriam-Webster Online. 
 

 • Use a hyphen when spelling out a fraction. 
 

 • Use a hyphen when spelling out two-word numbers such as fifty-two, 
twenty-one, and ninety-nine. 

 

Dashes 
Insert a dash by typing an em dash; leave no spaces before or after the dash.  
(To insert an em dash on a Mac, depress the shift, option, and hyphen keys.)  
 

 • Use dashes to set off or to add emphasis to parenthetical content. 
 

NOTE: Usually commas or parentheses are used in such situations, but when 
used infrequently, dashes can add clarity and crispness to the supplemental text. 
 

 • Use a dash to indicate an abrupt change in thought within a sentence:  
“I considered going anyway—who cared what he thought?—but I 
remained home.” 

 

 • Use a dash to indicate a hesitation or interruption in dialogue or 
speech: “I told Mavis she would be—I’m sorry, am I boring you?” 

 

 • Use a dash to set off appositives or appositive phrases. (See also A.16.) 
 

Quotation Marks   

 • Use quotation marks to set off dialogue and direct quotations. 
 

 • Use quotation marks to enclose titles of short works, such as songs, 
poems, short stories, newspaper and magazine articles, chapters and parts 
of a book, and one-act plays. 

 

 • Use quotation marks to enclose slang terms, unfamiliar technical terms, 
and other unusual uses of a word. 

 

NOTE: Avoid using “quotation marks” or italics to add emphasis in formal 
essays. This ineffective gimmick often results in an inappropriate tone, especially 
in research writing: “The song was certainly ‘delightful’” would sound more 
sincere without the quotation marks. “No, your speech didn’t bore me” sounds 
like the speech had an even worse effect on the speaker. Even if unintentional, the 
tone struck is insulting. Drop the emphasis or focus on stronger word choices.  
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Parts of Speech / The Sentence 

“Sometimes, reading a blog, which I do infrequently, I see that generations of Americans 
have been willfully crippled, and can no longer spell or write a sentence.” 

 ~ Alice Walker, American writer (b. 1944), The Cushion in the Road 
*          *          * 

Many words serve as more than one part of speech; a brief overview follows. 
 

Nouns 
 • A noun names people, places, things, or ideas.  
 

 • A common noun names a class of people, places, things, or ideas, while a 
proper noun names a particular person, place, thing, or idea. 

 

 • A concrete noun names something that can be perceived by the senses. 
An abstract noun names an idea, a characteristic, or a quality. 

 

 • A collective noun names a group. 
 

 • A compound noun is a noun made of two or more words. 
 

Pronouns 
 •  A pronoun takes the place of a noun or a group of nouns. 
 

 •  A  personal pronoun takes the place of a specific person or thing. It 
indicates the person or thing speaking, the person or thing being 
addressed, or the person or thing being considered. 

 

 •  A possessive pronoun takes the place of a possessive noun (Jo’s/hers, 
Sam’s/his, the children’s/theirs). 

 

Verbs 
 • A verb expresses action or a state of being. 
 

 • An action verb tells what something or someone does. 
 

 • A linking verb links the noun or pronoun that is the subject of the 
sentence with the word or words that identify or describe it: He is Doak. 
Common linking verbs are forms of the verb to be: is, are, am, was, were; 
the sensory verbs: taste, smell, hear, see, and touch; and helping verbs 
such as am (smiling), was (crying), will be (laughing).   

 

Adjectives 
 • An adjective describes or modifies a noun or pronoun. 
 

 • The article (a, an, and the) is the most frequently-used adjective. A and an 
are indefinite articles; they indicate that the noun they precede refers to a 
part of a general group. Use an before nouns that begin with a vowel 
sound. The is a definite article; its use indicates that the noun it precedes 
refers to a particular person, place, thing, or idea.  
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 • A proper adjective is formed from a proper noun and begins with a 
capital letter (Italian food, English laws, American music). 

 

Adverbs 
 • An adverb modifies a verb, an adjective, or another adverb. An adverb 

tells how, when, where, why, how often, or how much. Negatives, such as 
not, nowhere, barely, and never, also serve as adverbs. 

 

Prepositions 
 • A preposition, words like about, above, after, behind, between, beyond, 

by, down, during, except, for, from, in, near, of, on, to, since, through, 
toward, up, and with, shows the relationship between its object (the noun 
or pronoun that follows the preposition) and another word in the sentence.  

 

 • A compound preposition consists of two or more words, like  
according to, as for, because of, due to, in spite of, and with regard to. 

 

Conjunctions 
 • A conjunction, such as and, but, for, nor, or, so, because, yet, although, 

etc., joins—or coordinates—nouns to nouns, verbs to verbs, adjectives to 
adjectives, phrases to phrases, and sentences to sentences.  

 

 • Correlative conjunctions, such as both/and, either/or, and not only/but 
also work in pairs to join equal parts of a sentence. 

 

 • Subordinating conjunctions join an independent clause with a dependent 
clause (see Clauses, below). 

 

Interjections! 
 • An interjection expresses emotion or exclamation (Oh! Darn! Rats!). 
 

Clauses 
 • A clause is a part of a sentence made up of a group of related words 

containing a subject and a predicate. A predicate is the verb that shows 
action initiated by the subject or gives information about the subject. 

 

 • An independent clause could stand alone as a sentence (i.e., it contains a 
subject and a predicate, and is a complete thought). 

 

 • A dependent clause cannot stand alone as a sentence. It is incomplete.  
 

 • An adjective clause is dependent and further describes a noun or pronoun. 
 

NOTE: Adjective clauses essential to the meaning of the sentence are not set off 
with commas: “The black poodle whose name is Jocko is a very happy boy.” 
 

Only one black poodle is under discussion, and his name is Jocko. Other black 
poodles might be there, but they are not the focus.   
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If an adjective clause is nonessential to the sentence, set it off with commas: 
“The black poodle, whose name is Jocko, is a very happy boy.” 
 

There is one black poodle and he is a very happy boy. His name—incidentally—
happens to be Jocko. HINT: Think of the commas as hooks that can pull out 
what’s nonessential and leave the focus unchanged. (See also the last bullet and 
note on Commas, A.16.) 
 

Sentence Errors 
 • A run-on sentence is two or more independent clauses that run together 

without proper punctuation. When only a comma joins the clauses, the 
error is called a comma splice. To correct a run-on sentence, use a 
semicolon or a comma and a conjunction that join the clauses, or separate 
them by making each a sentence. 

 

 • A sentence fragment is a group of words (usually a phrase or a dependent 
clause) that has been mistakenly capitalized and punctuated as if it were a 
complete sentence. Avoid sentence fragments, especially if the purpose of 
your writing is serious, formal, technical, or academic.  

 

NOTE: In elementary and middle school you were likely taught to avoid 
beginning a sentence with a conjunction:  

 

I watched the door close. And wept because I would never see her again. 
 

“And wept because I would never see her again” is a sentence fragment that 
leaves the reader hanging. An incomplete thought, it requires a noun or an 
independent clause to complete it as a sentence and so cannot stand alone. 
 

That’s why the teachers you had when you were younger probably said not to 
begin sentences with conjunctions, because—being inexperienced—you likely 
lacked an ear for voice or style and so perhaps failed to recognize any resulting 
sentence fragment (see also and, but on C.2). 
 

But more experienced writers will occasionally and consciously use conjunctions 
to start sentences because they know a thing or two about structure and voice (or 
tone). Going further, sometimes the voice of a piece calls for a fragment (though 
we advise sticking with complete sentences for formal essays). Go ahead and 
break the rules when aiming for a particular tone. The catch, though, is that you 
must know the rules in the first place. Good writing is rooted in discipline. 
William Zinsser reminds us in On Writing Well that we are “practicing a craft 
that’s based on certain principles” (18). As oxymoronic as it sounds, it takes 
discipline to know how and when to break the rules, when to allow a fragment, a 
run-on, etc., in the pursuit of voice. When unsure or when simply experimenting, 
check with your teacher for guidance. 


