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Basic Writing Format

B .sic Writing Format

There is an old saying in English: You can’t tell a book by its cover,
which is similar to “you can’t judge a person by his appearance.”
However, the appearance of a book often influences your decision to read
it or to pass it by. Similarly, the appearance of your composition makes an
impression on your reader. A correctly formatted composition reflects the
students’ care and attention to detail which instructors value in students’
work.

Writing is an activity of creation guided by rules and principles. As
far as format is concerned, rules governing arrangement should be strictly
observed so as to furnish your writing with a clear and neat appearance.

When writing a composition, the following guidelines must be followed.

1. Size of Paper
For the first draft of your writing, you may use whatever kind of
paper at hand. But for the final one, the regular office paper, size B5 or

A4, is usually required.

2. Margins

Adequate space on your pages makes your writing more attractive and
easier to read. Before starting your writing, leave about 2. 5 centimeters
for the top, bottom, left and right margins. If your writing is your home
assignment, the right-hand margin should be a little larger, about five
centimeters, so that adequate space will be reserved for the instructor to

write comments, COI'I‘eCtiOl’lS, notes and so on.

3. Indent
The first line of each paragraph should be indented, leaving 4 or 5

spaces or 1. 25 centimeters. If you use computers to process your paper,
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you can auto-indent about 1/3 of an inch or 2/3 of a centimeter.
Indent all lines of a block quotation ten spaces or 2. 25 centimeters

from the left margin.

4. Size of Words and Line Space

Choose a standard, easily readable typeface, such as Times New
Roman, in a 12-point font or small Size 4. Use black ink or dark blue if
you are writing by hand.

Unless you are instructed otherwise, double line space throughout
your composition. If you are writing by hand, write on every other line,
allowing enough space for correction. If you are using computers to

process your paper, set your line space to 25 pounds.

5. Punctuation Marks

Leave one space after any punctuation mark; a comma, a period, a
question mark, an exclamation mark, and so on. Remember that there is
no space between punctuation mark and the letter before it. (For the use

of punctuation marks please see Chapter Two. )

6. Title Page

Unless you are required, do not prepare a separate title page.
Instead, at the top of the left margin of the first page of your essay, on
separate lines, write your name, the name of the course, the instructor’s
name, and the date. Two lines down in the center of your paper, write the

title of your composition.

7. Ways of Writing Titles

The title is always put in the middle of the first line. There are three
ways of writing the title, with the first way being commonly and widely
used.

7.1 The first letter of each word is capitalized except articles, short
prepositions (preposition under four letters), and coordinating conjunc-

tions such as and, or, but, nor, for, and the to in infinitives. The first
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word in the title, of course, is always capitalized.

Examples

History of the English LLanguage

A Clean, Well-Lighted Place

Secret Wealth vs. “for Richer, for Poorer”
The Values Americans Live by

A Room Without Windows

“l Can Work Like Any Guy”

Walt Whitman and His LLeaves of Grass

What Will Be the Future of English?

7.2 All the letters in the title are capitalized.

Examples

HISTORY OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE

A CLEAN, WELL-LIGHTED PLACE

SECRET WEALTH VS. “FOR RICHER, FOR POORER”
WALT WHITMAN AND HIS LEAVES OF GRASS

A ROOM WITHOUT WINDOWS

WHAT WILL BE THE FUTURE OF ENGLISH?

7.3 Only the first letter of the first word in the title is capitalized.

The first letter of proper nouns should also be capitalized.

Examples

History of the English language

A clean, well-lighted place

Secret wealth vs. “for richer, for poorer”
The values Americans live by

A room without windows

“l can work like any guy”

Walt Whitman and his l_.eaves of Grass
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What will be the future of English?

As can be seen from the above, a title can be followed by a question
mark if it is a question, and quotation marks are used to enclose a direct
speech, but no period is needed at the end of a title. Quotation marks are
also expected for titles of articles, but for titles of books, they should

appear in italics.

8. Capitals
8.1 Capitalize the first letter of the first word in a sentence.

8.2 Capitalize proper nouns, proper adjectives and words used as

essential parts of proper nouns.

Proper nouns: specific persons, places, and things

Examples
China
Europe
Shakespeare

the First World War

Proper adjectives are formed from some proper nouns:

Examples
Chinese
European

Shakespearean

8.3 Common nouns. Words of persons, places, or things generally
are not capitalized. However, capitalize the common nouns street, avenue,
park, river, ocean, lake, company, college, county, and memorial when

they are part of proper nouns naming specific places or institutions.
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Examples
Fifth Avenue
L.ake Superior
Pacific Ocean
the Great Wall

Yellow River

8.4 Capitalize all words in titles and subtitles, except for small
words (articles, coordinating conjunctions, and prepositions) inside titles.
The articles are a, an, the; the coordinating conjunctions are and, but,

or, nor, for, yet, so. (See Ways of Writing Title, Page 2)

9. Italics/Underlining

When working with a word-processing program, you can use italics to
indicate certain titles and for other purposes. In handwritten or type-
written documents, indicate italics by underlining.

9.1 Ttalicize/Underline the titles of works that appear independently.

The title of an essay assignment (unless it includes the title of a

book) should not be italicized or underlined.

Examples
Select any of these periodicals. Time, Newsweek,

Reader’s Digest or The New Yorker.

Julie Norem is a psychology professor at Wellesley College

and the author of The Positive Power of Negative Thinking.

9.2 Italicize/Underline foreign words and phrases that have not

been absorbed into English.

Examples
“You want another copita?” the barman asked. (copita:

Spanish word for “little cup”)
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| continued to try to look worldly and au fait with the

situation. (au fait: French word for “familiar”)

9.3 Italicize/Underline the names of ships, aircraft, spacecraft, and

trains.

Examples
Titanic
Eurostar
Challenge

the Anik satellite

9.4 TItalicize/Underline the names of legal cases.

Examples
Jones vs. Clinton

Roe vs. Wade

9.5 Italicize/underline words, letters, or figures appearing as illus-

trations, statistical symbols, or variables in algebraic expression.

Examples
E=mc?
Carved into the column, six meters up, was a mysterious 7.

Some people say th, as in thought, with a faint s or f

sound.

9.6 Occasionally, italics/underlining may be used for emphasis. Italics/
underlining can stress an important word or phrase, especially in reporting how

someone said something. But such emphasis is not often used.

Examples

Why on earth would you do that?
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The hunters had no food and no firewood.

10. Hyphenation

A hyphen (-) is required in three distinct writing situations: 1) as
part of the correct spelling of a word, such as mother-in-law, self-esteem;
2) to divide a word at the end of a line; and 3) to separate or join two or
more words or parts of words. The following rules must be observed.

10.1 Use a hyphen to divide a word at the end of a written or typed
line.

To avoid short lines in your documents, you’ll probably want to divide
some words between the end of one line and the beginning of the next. When
you use a word-processing program, set the default to allow no hyphenation, or
you can set the program to divide words automatically at appropriate breaks (in
the Tools menu, select LLanguage and then Hyphenation). If you write by
hand, follow the rules below.

a. Never divide very short words, one-syllable words, or words pro-

nounced as one syllable. Not every division between syllables is an

appropriate place for dividing a word.

Examples
li-ke—like
he-alth—health

work-ed—worked

b. Never leave or carry over only one or two letters. Do not create
one-letter syllables by putting the first or last letter of a word at
the end or beginning of a line. .Do not put the last two letters of a

word at the beginning of a line.

Examples
a-void—avoid

observ-ed—observed
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usual-ly—usually

c. Divide words only between syllables.

Examples
pro-cess
for-get
uni-versity

univer-sity
d. Divide between consonants.

Examples
self-less

begin-ning

e. Divide a hyphenated word only at the hyphen, and divide a closed

compound word only between complete words.

Examples
newspa-per—news-paper
self-con-scious—self-conscious
mo-ther-in-law—mother-in-law

stom-achache—stomach-ache

f. Put a hyphen at the end of the first line, never at the beginning of

the second line.

g. Try not to divide the last word on a page. When turning the page,
the reader may forget the beginning of the word.

h. Note that not all syllable breaks are appropriate places for word
division.

10.2 Use a hyphen to separate a prefix from the main word when
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two of the same vowels come together.

Examples
co-optation
re-echo

pre-empt

No hyphen is required when two vowels are different.

Examples
readjust
reorganize
preoccupied

prearrange

10.3 Use a hyphen with compound numbers from twenty-one to

ninety-nine, with fractions, and with dimensions.

Examples
thirty-five
two-thirds

six-by-eight

10. 4 Use a hyphen to join two or more words that serve as an adjec-

tive before a noun.

Examples
The first-born child is often the best loved.

The best-loved child is often the first born.

10.5 Use a hyphen to avoid ambiguity.



