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Part One.  To avoid conventional errors (i.e., those condemned by good writers in general):

___
Spell correctly.  Check your source text to make sure you have spelled proper names correctly, and run a spell check for all other spellings. 

___
Use a hyphen to separate words (e.g., "self-criticism") and a dash (two hyphens) to separate phrases.  E.g., "self-criticism--or any kind of criticism--is frequently wrong."  

___
Put all commas and periods before a closing quotation mark.  

Example: “Granted,” the professor said, “you will see printed sources that do otherwise, but these are printed outside the US.”
___
Italicize or underscore titles of books, and put titles of texts within books (journal articles, chapter titles, short poems, etc.) in quotation marks.

Example:  "Miss Waterlow in Bed" is a story from A. A. Milne's A Gallery of Children.
Exception: Titles of standard religious or political texts (the Bible, Deuteronomy, the Ten Commandments, the Upanishads, the Koran, the Magna Carta, the Bill of Rights, etc.) are not put in quotations marks or italicized.

___
Refer to what is said in a text in the present tense.  E.g., “Plato tells us,” even though Plato has been dead for millennia.

___
Only quote someone else’s text--including one under discussion--after establishing your own argument, and after the quotation be sure to show specifically how the quotation has advanced your argument.  Don’t expect quotations to do your arguing for you.

___
When quoting prose in a paragraph, first close the quotation mark, space, then cite the reference in parentheses, then add your terminal punctuation.  For example, “Far more firmly rooted in the Victorian tear-jerker tradition is one of the earliest transatlantic writers, Frances Hodgson Burnett” (Hunt 93).  Note: you cannot go with what “looks right,” because you have seen books printed in two opposite styles.

___
If you set off a quotation by indenting, however, omit the quotation marks, and put the reference in parentheses after the terminal punctuation.  E.g.,

Far more firmly rooted in the Victorian tear-jerker tradition is one of the earliest transatlantic writers, Frances Hodgson Burnett.  (Hunt 93)

___
Avoid contractions.  E.g., write “does not” rather than “doesn’t.”

___
Mark possession by –‘s (single nouns) and –s’ (plural nouns).  Names ending with an –s are no exception: Venus’s, Dickens’s.

___
Mark a non-possessive plural with a simple -s, unless it is alphabetic.  Example: 1950s, but ABC”s.  The alphabetic case is virtually the only exception to using a simple –s to mark plurals.

___
As a general rule, do not use a participle (-ing or -ed verb) or an infinitive without indicating who is performing the action.  These (nonfinite verbs can reference any person or number, and can produce an often hilarious error called a "dangling participle" or “dangling modifier.”

Part Two.  The following counsels represent stylistic choices that probably bother many good writers of academic prose, but they particularly bother Dr. Lares, who is grading your papers.  Therefore, to demonstrate laudable awareness of your main audience:

___
Avoid writing the same word(s) on either side of a period.

___
Do not use exclamation points to punctuate declarative sentences.  Save them for exclamations.


E.g., not “I had a wonderful time!”


but “What a wonderful time I had!”

___
Avoid ellipses (three spaced dots) at the beginning and end of a quotation.  Unless you are quoting a fortune cookie, you will virtually always be quoting from a larger text, so the presence of other text before or after your quotation goes without saying.

___
Avoid colloquialisms and slang, since they are phatic (community-building) rather than referential (meaning-bearing).  If, for instance, you write the term extremely, I will want to know against which standards of moderation you are finding this extreme.  In general, avoid emotive language and instead employ analytic language.

___
Avoid the second person ("you").  Employ "one" or some other representative noun to indicate people in general.  The use of “you” in writing draws the discourse closer to speaking than writing can support, since the actual “I-you” interlocutors are not there to supply such nonverbal clues as tone of voice, gesture, situation, social roles, and so forth.

___
Avoid "they/them/their/theirs" to refer to single individuals.  Speakers of English have been using “they” as a nonspecific single pronoun for centuries—e.g., “A person likes their home”—and the usage is now acceptable in British writing, but it still is not acceptable practice in American Standard Revised Prose.

___
Don’t write a so without a that.  Such expressions as, “She liked reading science fiction so much” are best confined to casual speech; I would expect a result clause in writing, such as, “She liked reading science so much that she often stayed up all night reading the latest book.”
___
Don’t use this by itself as a pronoun unless your reference is pellucid.  Put such a word with a clarifying noun.  If I see a sentence such as, “This is what the author does,” I am liable to say, “This what?”
___
Avoid rhetorical questions.  Readers generally have less patience for them than auditors do because writing is less recursive and repetitive than speaking.  If a writer says, “And what is the reason for this?” s/he risks an exasperated reader response, usually something sarcastic.  Note, however, that sometimes a question does suggest itself so powerfully that the audience feels that its own curiosity is being validated. A good rule of thumb is to ask only the questions that must be asked.

___
Avoid redundancy, especially the use of synonymous words or phrases.  Some apprentice writers get into a stylistic tic of saying everything twice, in which case the second item is almost always redundant.  If you have lots of parallel phrases linked with “and,” it’s time to prune.

___
Avoid metadiscourse, or “writing about the writing” (in this case, statements about your writing process) unless such a focus is specifically assigned.  Phrases such as “When I set about to write this paper I decided that” usually go without saying.

___
Similarly, do not tell me about “the reader.”  There is more than one reader, and some readers are much better than others.

___
Avoid I feel that + proposition.  Although this combination has become common, one actually only feels sensations or emotions.  One cannot be said to feel thoughts.  If you actually want to indicate emotions that accompany thoughts, try such words/phrases as believe, to be convinced, to be concerned, and so forth.

