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Stay in the same verb tense throughout a section of writing. If you start in past tense, stay in past tense.

Write in active voice when possible. In active voice the subject performs the action. In passive the order 
is reversed.
   • Ex: Active - The frustrated writer chewed his pen. 
   • Ex: Passive - The pen was chewed by the frustrated writer. 

Single quote marks are only used for a quote within a quote. Use double quote marks for all other 
uses. (There are a few specialized exceptions.) 
   • Ex: John 10:7, “Therefore Jesus said again, ‘Very truly I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.’”

Add a comma before a conjunction connecting two independent clauses.
   • Ex: The boys wanted to stay up until midnight, but they fell asleep at 10:00.

Use a semi-colon between two independent clauses when there is no conjunction.
    • Ex: The boys wanted to stay up until midnight; they fell asleep at 10:00.

Compound modifiers: Use a hyphen to connect two adjectives that are used before a noun to express a 
single concept.
   • Ex: She has a full-time job. He has salt-and-pepper hair. It was a seldom-used car.

Everyday vs. every day: “Everyday” is an adjective and modifies a noun. “Every day” means each day.
   • Ex: Traffic is an everyday problem. 
   • Ex: I hit traffic every day.

Its vs. it’s: “Its” is possessive. “It’s” is a contraction of it is. 
   • Ex: The tree dropped its leaves. 
   • Ex: It’s going to be a long winter.

Who vs. that: “Who” (or its forms “whom” and “whose”) refers only to people. “That” normally refers 
to things. 
   • Ex: Paula is the student who likes to read about cats. 
   • Ex: The book that the girl read was about cats. (This could be written without the “that” – see #19.)

Who vs. whom: There are grammatical rules guiding when to use which form of the word, but here’s a 
simple tip: If you can substitute him or her, use “whom” instead of “who.” The memory trick is “him” 
and “whom” both end in “m.”
   • Ex: Give the keys to whom (him)? 
   • Ex: Who (he) owns the car? 
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Farther vs. further: “Farther” refers to length or distance. Remember “far” can be measured. “Further” 
means “to a greater degree,” “additional,” or “additionally.” It refers to time or amount. 
   • Ex: The team drove farther than they thought to get to the conference.
   • Ex: The team stayed late to further discuss the problem.

Lightning vs. lightening: Lightning is the electrical charge during a storm. Lightening means to make 
lighter.
   • Ex: The lightning was lightening the sky.

Into vs. in to: “Into” is a preposition that shows movement of one thing into another, and answers the 
question “where?” “In to” is the adverb “in” and the preposition “to” and often means “in order to.”
    • Ex: She put the book into the bag.
    • Ex: She stopped in to grab her phone.

Mute vs. moot: “Mute” means to be silent. “Moot” means having no practical application. 
    • Ex: She stayed mute while cleaning the castle.
    • Ex: Without a fancy dress, attending the ball was a moot point for Cinderella.

e.g. vs. i.e.: “E.g”. is Latin for “exempli gratia” and means “for example.” “I.e.” is Latin for “id est” and 
means “that is to say.” 
    • Ex: Writers like to buy office products (e.g., notebooks, pens, and binders).
    • Ex:  Writers love books (i.e., they are bibliophiles).
    ** Note: Chicago style recommends using i.e. and e.g. within parenthesis or notes, and always 
followed by a comma).

Complement vs. compliment: “Complement” is used when one thing completes, or reflects well upon 
another. “Compliment” is used as an expression of praise. 
    • Ex: That necklace complements your eyes. 
    • Ex: The teacher received many compliments and wore the necklace often.

Few vs. less: Use “few” when the amount is quantifiable. Use “less” when the amount is hypothetical.
    • Ex: There were fewer cakes donated for the fundraiser. 
    • Ex: We had less trouble getting cookies.

Bring vs. take: “Bring” is used when the object moves toward the subject, usually the speaker. “Take” 
is used when the object moves away from the subject.
   • Ex: Please bring the dishes to me. 
   • Ex: I want you to take my casserole to Grandma. 

Search your writing and remove 80% of the word “that.” That is one word that you think you’ll miss, 
but that you really won’t! 

Publishers use style guides. Get ahead of the game by investing in a copy of the Chicago Manual of 
Style. 
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