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 Why Start with Grammar?

◈ It’s foundational clarity, even if it feels 

boring.

◈ Clean mechanics = smoother, 

professional prose.



 Dialogue Punctuation

◈ Use commas with dialogue tags (verbs 

of saying).

◈ Use periods with action beats.

 Correct: “I’m going to be late,” 

she said.

 Wrong: “I’m going to be late.” She 

said.



 Action Beats vs. Tags

◈ Action beats are not dialogue tags.

◈ They describe action, not speech.

 Beat: “I’m going to be late.” She 

frowned.

 Misused: “I’m going to be late,” 

she frowned.



 Dangling Modifiers

◈ A modifier must clearly modify the 

right subject.

 Wrong: Laughing loudly, the 

movie was over.

 Fixed: Laughing loudly, he was 

sad the movie was over.



 Comma Splices

◈ Don’t join two independent clauses 

with just a comma.

 Splice: I liked it, it was yummy.
 Correct: I liked it. It was yummy.



 Comma Splices in Fiction

◈ Some leeway for rhythm—but use 

sparingly.

 Okay: “Hurry up, let’s get going.”
 Careful: Overuse distracts 

readers.



 Ellipses vs. Em Dash

◈ Ellipsis = trailing off/unintentional 

pause.

◈ Em dash = interruption or sudden 

break.
Ellipsis: “I don’t … okay. I don’t 

know.”

Em Dash: “I don’t get—” / “And you 

never will.”



 Filter Words

◈ Filter words distance readers.

◈ Examples: realized, hoped, knew, saw, 

felt.

 Weak: Sergio could hear the 

trumpet.

 Strong: The trumpet’s blast jolted 

him awake.



 Body Parts Doing Verbs

◈ Don’t let body parts act independently.

 Wrong: Her hand reached for the 

keys.

 Correct: She reached for the 

keys.



 False Simultaneity

◈ Check -ing openers; can actions occur 

at once?

 Wrong: Opening the door, she 

rushed down the steps.

 Correct: She opened the door 

and rushed down the steps.



 Info Dumping

◈ Avoid static blocks of info.

◈ Weave details into action and 

dialogue.



 Head-Hopping

◈ Stick to one POV per scene.

◈ Switching heads confuses readers.



 Show vs. Tell

◈ Show with action, detail, subtext.

◈ Tell sparingly for pace.



 Run-On Sentences

◈ Two complete thoughts need proper 

links.

 Run-on: I wanted crab cakes my 

brother ordered ribeye.
 Fixed: I wanted crab cakes. My 

brother ordered ribeye.



 Apostrophes

◈ Show possession or contractions, not 

plurals.

 Wrong: Five stick’s of gum.  Correct: Five sticks of gum.



 Dangling Prepositions

◈ Informal = fine.

◈ Formal = rewrite.

Informal: That’s the topic I was 

talking about.

Formal: That’s the topic about which 

I was speaking.



 Misplaced Modifiers

◈ Modifier position changes meaning.

Ex 1: I ordered only a large pizza. Ex 2: Only I ordered a large pizza.



 Number vs. Amount

◈ Number = count nouns.

◈ Amount = mass nouns.

 Correct: A large number of 

students.
 Correct: A small amount of water.



 Capitalization in Titles

◈ Cap first/last word + nouns, verbs, 

adjectives.

◈ Don’t cap articles, conjunctions, ‘to.’

 Correct: My Dog Went to the 

Movies



 Other Capitalization Rules

◈ Cap titles before names, not after.

◈ Cap deity names, historical eras.



 Leaving Us Hanging

◈ Dangling phrases = confusion.

 Wrong: Perusing the menu, it had 

lots of meat.

 Fixed: Perusing the menu, she 

noted the meat-heavy options.



 Comma Basics

◈ Use commas for lists, clauses, intros.

Series: The book, the bell, and the 

candle.

Clause: My sister can be rude, but 

she makes me laugh.



 Oxford Comma

◈ Optional, but aids clarity.

With Oxford: My heroes are my 

parents, Batman, and Wonder 

Woman.

Without: My heroes are my parents, 

Batman and Wonder Woman.



 Misuse of Punctuation

◈ Common issues: commas with 

dependent clauses, semicolons, 

hyphens vs dashes.



 Semicolon vs. Comma

◈ Semicolon = link tightly related 

clauses.

◈ Also separates complex list items.

 Correct: Emily enjoys shopping; 

her favorite store is Sephora.



 Hyphens, En & Em Dashes

◈ Hyphen = join words.

◈ En dash = range/contrast.

◈ Em dash = break/emphasis.



 Dialogue Tags

◈ Best: said, asked.

◈ Light variety okay, but avoid flashy 

tags.



 Dialogue Tag Errors

◈ Stick to 'said' or 'asked'.

◈ Don’t use actions as tags.

 Wrong: “I’m here,” she smiled.  Correct: She smiled. “I’m here.”



 Consistency in Names & Spelling

◈ Check for name/background changes.

◈ Find/replace carefully.



 Direct Address

◈ Use commas when directly addressing 

someone.

 Correct: Let’s eat, Grandma!  Wrong: Let’s eat Grandma!
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THANKS!
Any questions?

You can find me @

LSHAWKER.COM
LSHawker@gmail.com

This presentation is available in PDF format at LSHawker.com/writing-resources
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