
THE DIRTY DOZEN:   
Twelve common errors students make in their essays on The Giver 

 
 MISTAKE CORRECTION 
1 Adding an extra space between paragraphs 

Don’t do that. Only use an extra space between paragraphs if you are 
writing a business letter in which you are not indenting the paragraphs.  
Then the extra space between the paragraphs tells the reader when a new 
paragraph starts.  

One regular space is enough in formal essays. 
If you have indented the first line of the 
paragraph five spaces, then that serves as the 
visual cue to the reader that they are about to 
read a new paragraph. 

2 Capitalizing weird words   
These are NOT proper nouns:  family, society, communism, love, 
relationships, censorship, or euthanasia. 

 

Only capitalize proper nouns such as:  Carmel 
Valley, Julie, the Renaissance, or the West.   

3 Forgetting to underline or italicize the title of the novel 
 

ALWAYS underline/italicize the title of the 
novel.  Yes, you may have to do that seven times 
in an essay.  Do it every time the title of the 
novel appears. 

4 Using quotation marks around words that aren’t a direct quotation, 
such as the words popular or release 

These read like the annoying air-quotations people make while talking to 
indicate that they are using a word that they don’t approve of or that 
someone else would use but that they don’t like.  Don’t put quotation 
marks around such words.  It is grammatically incorrect and bugs readers 
who know better.   

Only use quotation marks around slang, such 
as “sick” or “phat,” or to indicate that someone 
else is talking.  

5 Typing your name underneath the title or at the end of the essay.  It 
doesn’t belong there.   

Your name and the date always belong in the 
upper right hand corner of any work you hand 
in, including an essay 

6 Underlining the title of your essay.  Unless you are writing a novel, do 
not underline the title of an essay.  Essays are too short to merit 
underlining.   Underlining is reserved for novels, movies, magazines, 
newspapers, and other long works. 

You may make the title of your essay slightly 
larger than the main text, or even bold it, but 
don’t underline it. 

7 Using past tense or switching tenses when writing about literature  
Example of the mistake:  Jonas shows his need for love when he asked his 
father if he loved him.   

 

Use the present tense when writing about 
literature.  Correct sentence:  Jonas shows his 
need for love when he asks his father if he 
loves him. 

8 Referring to the essay itself   
Most essays don’t need a reference to the essay in the essay.  Here’s an 
example of what not to do:  “All the evidence I’ve explained here proves my 
thesis because….”   

Instead write, “These three scenes illustrate 
Lowry’s argument against loveless families.” 

9 Using the clause “the writer says” when describing what an author has 
written in a novel 

Unless you’ve had a conversation with Lois Lowry lately, you have no idea 
what she says.  The verb to say refers only to speaking, not writing.  Thus, 
the sentence, “in her novel, The Giver, Lois Lowry says that euthanasia is 
wrong,” is completely misleading in two ways.  First, Lowry didn’t literally 
speak to you in the novel, so you can’t know what she has said.  Secondly, 
she never explicitly states through her narrator or Jonas that euthanasia is 
wrong.  This is strongly implied, but not explicitly stated. 

When writing about a novel you can write 
that the author suggests, reveals, 
demonstrates, even argues that euthanasia is 
dangerous, but you can’t write that Lois Lowry 
says it is wrong. 

10 Starting sentences with “well….”  This tone is too conversational.  
11 Starting sentences with the clause “I believe….”   

We know you believe this otherwise you wouldn’t write it down.  And we 
know it is your opinion because it is in your essay.   
 
Wrong way:  “I believe that euthanasia is an important option that patients 
with terminal illness should have.”   

In a formal essay, the correct way to state 
your opinion is to simply make a statement 
without the “I believe” part tacked on at the 
front. 
Correct way:  “Euthanasia is an important option 
that patients with terminal illness should have.”   

12 Attaching a transition between two paragraphs to the end of the first 
paragraph  
Placing the transition at the end of previous paragraph confuses the reader. 

The transition to the new idea belongs in the 
beginning of the new paragraph. 

Extra:  Avoid you, your statements:  “If YOU convert to conformity…”  Change to “If one were to…” 


