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“Women scored higher on the test” should be “Women scored higher on the test 
than did men.”

•• Attributing agency where there is none. When you state: “The study aimed  
to . . . ,” you are attributing intentionality to the study. People have agency; studies 
do not. Simply saying something like “The aim of the study was to. . . .” fixes the 
problem.

•• Serial comma (also called the Oxford comma). In a series of three or more items 
(also true for authors’ citations in text), you need a comma before the coordinat-
ing conjunction. Here is an example that illustrates the comma use in the iteration 
of topics and in the citation: “In the related research on neighborhoods, mental 
health, and transportation (Smith, Jones, & Blanda, 2009), . . .”

•• While versus whereas. Commonly, when you use “while,” you are describing 
events that occur at the same time: “Nero played the violin while Rome burned.” 
The word “whereas” is best used for contrasts: “The ice hockey players had higher 
scores on the power lifting test, whereas the long distance runners had higher scores 
on the endurance test.”

•• Since versus because. These are subordinate conjunctions. The word “since” 
should be used to indicate the passage of time (i.e., after that time): “Since the crash 
of 2008, the middle class has not recovered its earning power, which has affected 
college enrollments.” The word “because” provides an explanation: “The scores of 
seniors were higher than the scores of first year students because the seniors had 
taken more English courses than had the first year students.”

•• Number versus amount. These words appear frequently in scientific writing; 
unfortunately, they are often confused.

  Try This Now

Which of these sentences is correct?

1.	 The amount of participants exceeded 100.

2.	 The number of participants exceeded 100.

If you chose 2, you are correct. A simple way to remember the difference is to use  
“number” when you are referring to a countable noun (e.g., dollars or chairs); use “amount” 
when you are referring to the conglomerate or mass noun (e.g., money or furniture). It is 
the number of dollars but the amount of money; the number of chairs but the amount 
of furniture.


