Zinser’s Checklist of Common Writing Errors

for College Students

Writing is a complex skill that requires knowledge and experience.  There are also many different situations and application of rules. For specific information use the APA Publication Manual (5th edition).  Here are a few of the common errors to avoid.

1. MARGINS should be 1 1/4 inch left; 1 inch top, right, and bottom. This is typically the default setting on computers but measure it anyway to be sure.  Some teachers will ask for 1½ inches on the left margin.

2. FONT SIZE is normally 12 point (default).

3. FONT FACE should be Times New Roman (default).

4. For conventional writing do not use bold, italics, underlining, all CAPS, or colored type.
5. Text is DOUBLE SPACED which means one full line of empty space between each line of text.

6. SPELL CHECK is mandatory--there is no excuse for wrong spelling.  However, if the wrong word is used (such as “there” for “their”) the computer will not correct it so proofreading is still necessary.  Other common mistakes are then/than and affect/effect.
7. Academic writing generally does not (doesn’t) use CONTRACTIONS.  

8. Use 3RD PERSON PRONOUNS such as “the writer, the researcher, the teacher”.  FIRST PERSON (I) may be acceptable for reflection pieces, never use 2ND person (you).

9. Check for INCOMPLETE SENTENCES.  Every sentence must have a subject-verb-object.

10. Read and EDIT at least twice.  Some people find it helpful to read it aloud, or have another person read it to check for mistakes and clarity.

11. PARAGRAPHS are indented 5-7 spaces (Tab key); do not skip a line between paragraphs.
12. PLAGIARISM: Students’ work must be original, in their own words, but they sometimes (unintentionally?) copy text from another source.  When borrowing words or ideas from another writer, proper credit must be assigned by using citations, for example (Zinser, 1998). Paraphrase wherever possible, but use quotation marks for direct quotes (see # 21).  
13. Avoid using CLICHES or SLANG.  “I will strive for excellence in my writing”.  (yuck!)

14. Students’ OPINIONS are encouraged, but they must be supported.  It is not enough to say “I think teachers should use a democratic style”.  The rationale for the statement must be explained.

15. Explanations must be EXPLICIT. Tell the reader what, how, and why.  Use examples, provide detail, be descriptive so the reader knows what you are talking about.



16. Check for REDUNDANCY in phrases such as “absolutely essential”.

17. Understand the use of PLURALS and POSSESSIVES and where the APOSTROPHE goes.


a. There are 21 students in the class (plural).


b. This student’s writing has improved (possessive). 


c. In Zinser’s class, the students’ writing has improved (plural possessive).

18. Understand the use of the COLON and SEMICOLON.  


a. A colon is used between a grammatically complete introductory clause and a final 


clause that illustrates the preceding thought. (The students agreed on the outcome: 

the course improved their writing skill).


b. A semicolon is used to join two independent but related clauses that are not joined by a 

conjunction. (The students in the afternoon class finished their projects; those in 


the evening class did not). 

19. Understand the use of the HYPHEN and the DASH.  


a. A hyphen is commonly used to join two words serving as a single adjective, such as “a 


well-known professor”. Note that there are no spaces before or after the hyphen. 


There are many other uses of the hyphen which should be checked in a reference.


b. The dash is used to mark a sudden break in thought or to set off a parenthetical element 

which is very abrupt. It should be used sparingly and only by a skilled writer.  For 


example, “the teacher tried to explain--as he always does--the importance of good 


writing.”  Note that the dash is made of two hyphens and there are no spaces 


before, between, or after.

20. Use SECTION HEADINGS properly.  The order of headings is as follows:

I. Chapter Heading, Centered and Capitalized


A. Section Heading, Left Margin, Underlined


1. Sub-heading, indented, lowercase.   Begin paragraph ...

21. CITATIONS are used to document sources used for research.  About 95% of students’ writing should be in their own words, but when using other authors’ material it must be cited.

a. Use the author’s last name and the year of the publication (Zinser, 1999) within the 


sentence when expressing a general idea attributable to another author.  (This will 


match up with 
your reference list at the end of the paper.) 


b. Add the actual page number to the citation for a “direct quotation from a source” 


(Zinser, 1999, p. 234).  This can be located anywhere within the sentence 



depending on the situation.

22. REFERENCES are listed at the end of a paper representing all of the sources cited within the text.  Note that this is different from a bibliography which includes related material such as books for further reading.  The reference list is alphabetized by authors’ last names.  Every source has an “author” even if it is an organization (e.g. the author of Western’s course catalog is WMU).  

a. For conventional written materials such as a book, the reference is noted as:



Author’s last name, initials (year of publication). Title of book.  Location of 



Publisher: Name of Publisher.  For example:


Zinser, R. (1999). Common writing errors.  Kalamazoo, MI: Western 




Michigan University.


b. For a journal article, note that the name of the journal is italicized (because it is the 


publication) not the title of the article.  The volume, number, and page numbers 


replace the other publication information.  For example:


Zinser, R. (1999). Common writing errors. Journal of College Writing, 12 (2), 



12-34.

c. For Internet material there are numerous variations depending on the situation.  The 


general format is again author, year, and title followed by the phrase “Retrieved 


(actual date), from http://www.completewebaddress”.  In some cases in may be 


difficult to determine who is the author or what is the title.

d. There are many other kinds of sources and circumstances that are documented in 


the APA Publication Manual.
