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Academic Writing Tips

                     -by Ron and Beth

Rules about Numbers

         Here are some general rules about using numbers in writing:

1. Never start a sentence with a number.  Spell it out or recast the sentence so that the number does not begin the sentence.  A sentence can begin with a date, but it is generally suggested to recast the sentence.

   EX:  Nine days had passed before receiving the news.

2. Do not use 1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc. with dates unless the year is omitted. 

           EX:  Ron was born January 16, 1978, but he was not due until February 1st .

        The military inverts the conventional format for dates.

           EX:  January 16, 1978” into “16 January 1978 

       Be consistent with the format of dates throughout a written assignment or thesis.

3. Use commas to separate thousands, millions, billions, etc. English readers are accustomed to this visual aid in deciphering numbers. Don’t use periods in place of the commas (as in some countries). The period mark (actually called a “point”) is used for decimals.

                  EX:  25,000 units 

4. Write numbers in the millions as numerals or as a number plus the word million.  The word million is not plural when used after a number. When writing about money, use a numeral followed by the word million or billion.  Don’t forget to use the dollar sign ($) before the number, not after it.
       EX:  2.5 million people or 2,500,000 people

       EX: $2.5 million/billion

Note:  Usage of cent/s is carried after the amount.  

5. Spell out the numbers from one to nine.  Then use figures (digits) for all numbers 10 and above.

Exception:  In a paragraph with many numbers, some under and over ten, use figures for all of the numbers.  Be consistent in usage.

6. Write the percent mark (%) after the numbers. Some writers prefer the percent symbol and others prefer to spell out the word percent.

                   EX:  52% of the nation or 52 percent 


Optional usage:  Spell out the expression of money or percentage if it is fewer than four 

             words:  seventy-five percent, twenty-four dollars.

7. Pluralize figures with either ‘s or s.  It is becoming more common to drop the apostrophe mark, but it sometimes aids readers, depending on the font used, to maintain the use of an apostrophe.

             EX:  In the 1980’s or 1980s

8. Place a hyphen between a number and a unit of measurement when they modify a noun.  

                      EX:     25,000-volt charge              15-inch steel rod

                                 10-ton tank                           60-foot boat

9.  Use a singular verb and unit of measurement for any number under one. 

               EX:  It is 0.7 of a pound.           Or              EX:  It is 0.7 pound            
10.  Center and number equations on a separate line in the document unless they are

         very short and simple:

                EX:   The general first-order linear equation is

                            dy/dx  =  p(x)y  + q(x)                               (1)   

                           and the general second-order equation is

                            d2y/dx2  +  p(x)dy/dx  +  q(x)y  + r(x).        (2)     
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