The Editor's Wish List


The following list of grammar and punctuation reminders was compiled by Jerry Whittle and Barbara Pierce:

1. Make sure that your subject and verb agree.  Some writers paint themselves into a corner by starting a sentence with “there.”  At best it is a weak and flabby construction. Remember that only in a sentence like this one can “there” be the subject of a sentence; it is almost always a function word.  The actual subject is elsewhere in the sentence.  For example, this sentence is incorrect: There in the lovely rose bush is many insects.  “Insects” is the subject of the sentence.

2. Semicolons link together only equal parts, like two main clauses that are closely related.  For example: The rocket was launched yesterday; many youngsters looked on with pride.  It would be a comma splice error to use a comma in this example, without a coordinating conjunction like “and.”  It would also be incorrect to use a semicolon to link an introductory dependent clause to an independent clause since these elements are not equal.  Here is an example of wrong usage: When the blind woman entered the office; the potential employer was impressed.

3. “Farther” connotes physical distance only; “further” is used to represent everything else.  In the same spirit, use “fewer” when you can count the items, but “less” when you can’t.  Remember that we have fewer hours but less time.

4. Pronouns and their antecedents must agree.  For example, the following illustration is incorrect:  Members of the baseball team could not believe it when his teammate was tossed from the game.  The antecedent is “members,” so the pronoun should be “their.”  Even more common and just as painfully wrong is: A blind child should do their homework like everybody else.

5. When the coordinate conjunctions (and, or, for, nor, so, but, and yet) link two or more main clauses, the comma should precede the coordinate conjunction—not follow it.  For example: Ralph got food poisoning at the new restaurant but, he attended the reception in spite of his queasiness.  In this example, the comma should have preceded the conjunction “but.”

6. If commas appear in both main clauses of linked sentences, a semicolon should be used to show the linkage between the two main elements of the sentence, rather than another comma.  For example: Dale, Judy, and Rebecca shared some school photographs; but Dale’s pictures, though faded, made him look much thinner.  Note that, in this example, a comma should not follow the coordinating conjunction “but.”

7. Semicolons should also separate main elements in a series such as the following: The following officers were recently elected: president, Slate Dweeb; vice president, Cha Ching; treasurer, Elmore Funds; secretary, Anita Penn.  Remember that semicolons link together only equal parts.  In this case semicolons are used to link items in a series because commas are used within each element.  If even one comma appears in an item in a series, semicolons must be used to separate the series elements.

8. Make sure that elements in any series are parallel.  The following illustration is incorrect: At last year’s convention we enjoyed meeting new friends, sampling cuisine from all over the world, and the swimming pool.  Since gerunds are used to introduce the first two items in the series, the final element should have been written “and swimming in the pool.”

9.  Introductory subordinate clauses require commas to link them to the main clause.  When the subordinate clause follows the main clause, a comma is optional and should usually be omitted.  Two correct examples: When I consider how vital our work is, I can only hope that I am adequate for the job.  The soldier rested under a giant oak when the fierce battle subsided.

10. Do not shift verb tenses.  Incorrect: He jumped into the ring and body slams his surprised opponent.  Sometimes shifts in tense are required to reflect progression in time: He brought us a gift of blueberries that he had picked earlier in the day. “Had picked” is in the past perfect tense because it happened before he brought them to us, which is recounted in the simple past tense.

11. Place commas around nonrestrictive clauses only.  If the information in the subordinate clause is necessary, do not isolate it from the rest by commas.  In the sentence, “She is going to the University of Michigan, where I graduated twenty years ago,” the information in the where clause is not essential to the meaning of the sentence.  She will still go to the U of M whether or not anyone remembers that I graduated from that fine institution.  But in this sentence, “The liquid which turns blue when I add this powder is poison.” You had better believe that the information in the which clause is important to the meaning of the sentence.

12. We are doing a whole lot less capitalizing these days than ever before.  For example, offices such as president, executive director, commissioner, secretary of state, bishop, etc., are no longer capitalized unless they serve as a person’s title and are followed by the name.  So we now write “NFB President Marc Maurer,” but “Marc Maurer, president of the NFB.”  Study the Braille Monitor to see the full extent of this trend.

13. The apostrophe is a much abused mark of punctuation.  It indicates a missing letter in a contraction (don’t, I’ve, there’d, etc.), a possessive (boys’ basketball, Charles’s hat, Mary’s mother), or in rare instances a plural (three A’s and two B’s).  Generally we make singular words possessive by adding “’s” and plural words possessive by adding only “’.”  When the plural is formed in a way other than adding “s” or “es,” the plural possessive is formed with “’s” (men’s room).  Remember that indicating a missing letter is more important than indicating a possessive, so “it’s” means “it is,” while “its” is the possessive form.  English has lots of rules for the use of apostrophe, so it’s a good idea to consult a good handbook or English teacher when in doubt.  You can be confident, however, that signs announcing, “We sell leather boot’s, glove’s, and jacket’s” is wrong in every instance.

14. Happy writing.

