
Grammar, Style, and Conventions Quick Reference Sheet 

Commonly Confused Words 
 

- Affect/Effect 
o To affect is to produce an effect. 
o  Affect is usually a verb meaning "to impact or influence.” 
o  It might help to remember that "a" is for action and "e" is for result. 

- A lot/Alot 
o Alot is a misspelling of a lot, a colloquial expression meaning very much. Do not use in formal writing.  

- All ready/Already 
o All ready = prepared. I am all ready to go on the trip. 
o Already – by or before the given time. I had already packed my suitcase.  

- Accept/Except 
o Accept is a verb, meaning to take willingly. Except is a preposition, meaning "other than.” 
o  Remember the phrase "I will accept any food except spinach." The words "accept" and "except" are in 

alphabetical order in that sentence 
- Beside/Besides 

o Beside = next to, at the side of 
o Besides = in addition to 

- Conscious/Conscience 
o "Conscious" is an adjective, meaning "aware," "awake," or sometimes "on purpose." Use this one if 

somebody faints. It might help to think of other "state of mind" words that have the same ending, like 
"serious," or "delirious."  

o "Conscience" is your sense of right and wrong. It rhymes with "sense." 
- Fewer/Less 

o Few and fewer refer to objects that can be numbered.  
o Less refers to a quantity of something non-specific. It might help to think of "less" as a "lump" word.  
o Examples: I have "fewer" dimes and "less" money than you. 

- To/Too 
o To is a preposition that indicates location or direction, but it also can be used in front of a verb to 

make an infinitive, like "to eat" or "to swim."  
o Too is an adverb meaning "excessively" or "additionally." Either way, this word indicates "an extra 

amount." Just think of the extra "o" in too! 
- It’s/Its 

o It’s - "it is" or "it has." 
o Its – belonging to it. It might be helpful to think of the possessive pronoun its in a group with "hers" or 

"his." No apostrophe! 
o Ex: It’s a black Hummer. 
o Ex: Its tires need to be rotated. 

- They’re/Their/There 
o They’re = they are 
o Their = belonging to them 
o There = a place (there, here, where), also “there are…” 

- Who’s/Whose 
o Who's is the contraction for "who is" while whose is the possessive form of who.  
o Examples: Whose turn is it to feed the dog? Who's going to do it? 

 

 

 



Capitalization Apostrophes ( ‘ ) 
 
Capitalize: 
- “I” 
- the first word in a sentence 
- major words in titles of books/movies/songs 
- proper nouns 
- brand names 
- days of the week 
- months 
- holidays 
- languages 
- nationalities (American, British, Lebanese, etc.) 
- geographical regions (the Southeast) 
- names of specific courses (American Literature) 
- titles (Uncle Paul, Senator Joseph, Mom) 
 
DON’T Capitalize: 
- the seasons  
- general school subjects (math) 
- general direction words (go south 2 miles) 
- titles and family terms with possession or a/an/the 

(my mom, the doctor) 
 the first word after a semicolon 
 

 
1) In Contractions – put the apostrophe where a letter 

or letters are missing. 
- isn’t = is not 
- don’t – do not 
- I’ve – I have 
- what’s = what is/has 

 
2) To Show Possession – use ‘s on words that don’t 

end in –s and just an apostrophe on plurals that 
already end in –s.  

- Jim’s car 
- one dog’s bowl 
- women’s rights 
- the twins’ room 
- the students’ desks 

         Exceptions: its/hers/his – NO apostrophe 
 

Dashes ( — ) Hyphens ( - ) 
 
Used in place of other punctuation to add emphasis 
1) Before a list at the end of a sentence (when you want 
to make a stronger break than 
using a colon) 

- You only need three things in order to become a 
good musician—practice, practice, practice. 
 

2) On both sides of extra information added to the 
middle of a sentence (instead of using parentheses or 
commas). 

- She walked in – the tallest woman I’d ever seen 
– and took a seat at the counter.  

- She was extraordinarily tall – the tallest woman 
I’d ever seen.  
 

3) To indicate unfinished dialogue 
“Help! Help! I can’t seem to—“ She fell to the ground, 
gasping for breath. 
 
 

 
Used to combine words 
1) In compound numbers between twenty-one and 

ninety-nine 
2) In spelled out fractions: one-fifteenth 
3) In certain compound nouns: father-in-law, great-

uncle 
4) In compound adjectives used before (not after) a 

noun: often-quoted advice 
5) In words with the following prefixes ex, self, great, 

half, and all: ex-president,  self-employed 
6) In proper nouns and adjectives with any prefix: pre-

Vietnam War 
7) In words that contain the suffix elect or style: 

president-elect 
8) In words  to avoid confusion or an awkward 

combination of letters: shell-like or  resign 
9) In words that are divided at the end of a line if 

necessary, and make the break only  
10) Between syllables:  pref-er-ence  or sell-ing 
 
 
 



Parentheses ( ) Quotation Marks ( “ ” ) 
Used to set off incidental information (passing 
comments, minor examples or additions, brief 
explanations) 

- Some of the neighbors (Mr. Scarborough and 
Ms. Carter, for example) wanted to cancel the 
annual block party.  

- Ms. Stefanie (a malevolent old witch) poisoned 
the feral cat.  

- Use a pointed stick (a pencil with the lead point 
broken off works well) or a similar tool.  

- Banging on the wall and screaming 
(unrestrained by his father, I might add), Sam 
was acting like a brat.  

- The wedding reception (what a fiasco!) ended 
abruptly.  

- Sir William Walton (1902-1983) composed the 
oratorio Belshazzar’s Feast. 
 

When to use brackets: 
- To insert something when parentheses are 

already being used. 
- (Don’t forget, however, that the essay is due 

Tuesday [see the rubric for guidelines].) 
- “Brad [Pitt] is one of my best customers,” the 

street vendor bragged. 

Direct quotations 
- “You are the last person on earth I’d ask,” she 

told him.  
 

Quotations within quotations – use single quotation 
marks within double ones 

- “My father began by saying, ‘I refuse to listen to 
any excuses,’” he told the psychiatrist.  
 

Miscellaneous uses of quotation marks 
- Distancing yourself from an offensive term or 

expression.  
o The disappointed body builder blamed 

the “fat slobs” who judged the contest. 
- Referring to a word 

o He used the term “irregardless,” not 
realizing that no such word exists. 

- Indicating a nickname 
o Ray “Shorty” Johnson was the team’s 

choice for MVP.  
 

Rules for punctuation: 
- Periods and commas go inside quotation marks, 

whether or not they are part of the quotation. 
- Question marks, exclamation points, and dashes 

go inside quotation marks if they are part of the 
quotation, outside if they are not. 

- Colons and semicolons go outside quotation 
marks.  

 

Commas ( , ) 
 

1) Before AND/BUT/OR/SO to join two independent clauses. 
- I wanted to tell him the truth, but he wouldn’t listen. 

2) After introductory clauses (beginning with the subordinating conjunctions 
ALTHOUGH/BECAUSE/UNLESS/IF/WHEN) 

- If he wants to get a better job, he should finish his degree.  
3) After introductory words or phrases 

- However, he was still confused. 
- Before running, Jack always did his warm-up exercises.  

4) To set off interrupting elements 
- Yes, readers, I am telling you the truth. 
- Greta, the new student, is an amazing writer.  

5) When listing items in a series 
- She likes running, biking, and swimming. 
- His favorite snacks are popcorn, apples, and trail mix.  

6) Between modifiers in a series 
- He is a tall, good-looking, intelligent young man. 
- It was a dark, gloomy, forbidding house. 

 



 

  

Commas ( , ) Cont’d 
7) With quotations  

- He said, “Let’s go.”  
- “Wait a while,” she said, “and I will.”  
- “I can’t believe you ate the entire watermelon,” she said.  

8) With dates and addresses 
- December 10, 1902, is his birthday. 
- He lived at 23 Park Street, Savannah, Georgia, until he moved to Effingham. 
- April 24, 1983 
- 140 Bluebell Way, Guyton, GA 31312 

9) After salutations and closings in letters 
- Dear Tommy, 
- Sincerely, 

 

Semicolons ( ; ) 
 

1) Join Independent Clauses:  
Semicolons are much like a period, except a period keeps two independent clauses apart and turns them into 

separate sentences. A semicolon joins them to show a close connection.  

- I can’t go out tonight; I have a big test tomorrow.  
- I ate too much; I can’t move. 
- Liza ate dinner; however, she was hungry an hour later.  

 
2) Between items in a series (if the items are particularly long, or if they contain commas) 

-  Liza’s favorite breakfast foods are toast, with butter and jam; grits, with cheese and black pepper; and 
yogurt, with granola and fruit 
 

Colons ( : ) 
 

1) Introduce a list 
- I like different toppings on my oatmeal: peaches and pie spice, apples and cinnamon, walnuts and 

banana, almonds and cherries, and mango and yogurt. 
- You have two options: tea or coffee.  

2) Introduce a quotation or statement 
- I have one thing to say, and one thing only: I love you. 
- The words Benjamin Franklin spoke were very wise: "The doors of wisdom are never shut.”  

3) Introduce an example or explanation 
- Studies show that global warming continues to have harmful effects on our environment: more ice caps 

are melting as temperatures continue to increase. 
- I know the best cure for your thirst: water! 

4) Other uses 
- Separate titles from subtitles: The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring 
- Salutations: Dear Dr. Ramos:  
- Separate hours and minutes: 4:15 p.m. 

 



Top Ten Sentence Errors 
 

1) Run-on sentences (no comma before a coordinating conjunction) 
Incorrect: My brother stole my pop-tart but I was too lazy to chase him.  
Solution: If the clauses before and after the conjunction are independent (can stand alone), use a 
comma before the conjunction. 
Correct: My brother stole my pop-tart, but I was too lazy to chase him. 

2) Comma splice (using a comma to connect two independent clauses)  
Incorrect: He ordered a milkshake, she ordered a chocolate cone. 
Solution: Add a coordinating conjunction (remember: FANBOYS) after the comma, or change the 
comma to a period, semicolon, or colon. 

Correct: He ordered a milkshake; she ordered a chocolate cone.  OR He ordered a milkshake, and 
she ordered a chocolate cone.  

3) No comma after an introductory element  
Readers need a pause between an introductory word, phrase, or clause and the main part of the sentence. When the 
introductory element is very short, you don’t always need a comma, but including it is never wrong.  

Incorrect: Determined to get the job done we worked all weekend.  
Correct: Determined to get the job done, we worked all weekend.  
Incorrect: While she played Xbox he was studying for his exam.  
Correct: While she played Xbox, he was studying for his exam.  

4) No commas around interrupters 
Incorrect: It was unfortunately the end of summer vacation.  
Correct: It was, unfortunately, the end of summer vacation. 

5) Unnecessary shift in verb tense 
Incorrect: Priya was watching the great blue heron. The she slips and falls into the swamp.  
Correct: Priya was watching the great blue heron. The she slipped and fell into the swamp. 

6) Faulty parallelism 
When the parts of a sentence don’t seem to match, the sentence can be confusing to a reader.  

Incorrect: I like studying, dancing, and to work. 
Solution: Rewrite “coordinated parts” (parts that go together) to match. 
Correct: I like to study, to dance, and to work.  

  I like studying, dancing, and working.  

7) Misplaced modifiers or dangling modifiers 
A modifier is misplaced or dangling if we can’t tell what the modifiers are modifying 
Misplaced modifiers – unclear subject / target word 
               Incorrect: Sitting on the top shelf of the refrigerator Brody spotted moms triple layer birthday cake.  
                                 (it seems like Brody is sitting on the top shelf of the refrigerator.)  

Solution: Place the modifiers near the target word they describe. 
Correct: Brody spotted mom’s triple layer birthday cake sitting on the top shelf of the refrigerator. 

Dangling modifiers – missing a subject / target 
Incorrect: Hungry, the leftover pizza was devoured. (Who is hungry? – this is a dangling modifier) 
Solution: Add a subject.  
Correct: Hungry, we devoured the leftover pizza.  

8) Lack of subject-verb agreement 
               If the subject and verb are both singular or both plural, they agree. If they do not agree, make the needed  
               adjustment. 

See Subject-Verb Agreement handout for tips & examples.  

9) Lack of pronoun-antecedent agreement 
Pronouns must agree with their antecedents in gender (male or female) and in number (singular or plural).  

See Pronoun-Antecedent Agreement handout for tips & examples.  

10) Sentence Fragments – a sentence that is missing a subject or a verb 
Incorrect: An epic all-nighter! (missing a verb)  
Correct: I pulled an epic all-nighter!  



 

 


