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Why Care About Gram m ar?

 Three types of people

Do not be surprised when 
those who ignore the rules 
of gra mma r a lso ignore the 
la w. After a ll, the la w is just 
so much gra mma r. 

– Robert Bra ult

People who ca nnot distinguish 
be tween good a nd ba d 
la ngua ge , or who rega rd the 
distinction a s unimporta nt, a re 
unlike ly to think ca refully a bout 
a nything e lse . – B. R. Myers
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Why Care About Gram m ar?

 Three types of people

Sometimes with The New Yorker, 
they have grammar rules that just 
don’t feel right in my mouth. –
David Sedaris

People don’t ta lk like 
this , theyta lklike this . 
– Bill Bryson
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Why Care About Gram m ar?

 Three types of people

I ca n’t spe ll or do 
gra mma r, but I’m 
sma rter a nd more 
serious tha n people 
think. – Cher 

I don't know the rules of 
gra mma r... If you're trying to 
persua de people to do 
something, or buy 
something, it seems to me 
you should use the ir 
la ngua ge , the la ngua ge they 
use every da y, the la ngua ge 
in which they think. – Da vid 
Ogilvy
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Why Care About Gram m ar?

The nature of our profession
Court reports
 Public, for posterity
Consequentia l
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Class Objectives

Review errors commonly found in la w 
enforcement writing a nd lea rn techniques 
you ca n use to proofrea d a nd revise your 
work for:

• Errors in writing mecha nics 
(punctuation, ca pita liza tion, spe lling)

• Errors in content (gra mma r, fa ctua l 
a ccura cy, la ck of cla rity)
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Writing Mechanics: Com m as

Use comma s . . .

• before coordinating conjunctions (FANBOYS) linking 
cla uses

The officer a ctivated his emergency lights a nd siren, but the 
suspect vehicle a cce lerated a wa y.
The defenda nt rea ched into his pocket, a nd removed a sma ll 
pla stic ba ggie .

• a fte r a n introductory a dverb or dependent cla use a t 
the beginning of a sentence

After she wa s sentenced, the defenda nt checked in a t the 
Probation office with her court orders .
The defenda nt checked in a t the Probation office with her 
court orders a fte r she wa s sentenced.
However she le ft before meeting with a n officer.
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Writing Mechanics: Com m as

Use comma s . . .

• to sepa ra te items in a lis t
Officers located a spoon, a burnt piece of fo il, a nd a 
bindle conta ining 0.14 gra ms of heroin on the 
nightsta nd.

• When a ttributing quota tions
The defenda nt plea ded, “Those a ren’t my pa nts!”
“I borrowed them from my roommate” he continued.
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Writing Mechanics: Com m as

Use comma s . . .

• to se t off a n a ppositive (a resta ting of 
something)

The defenda nt s ta ted that “benzos,” sedatives in the 
cla ss of benzodia zepines, a re his drugs of choice .

• in a ddresses a nd dates
He entered the treatment progra m on Wednesda y, 
October 30, 2019, but le ft the next da y.

✖ She moved to Chula Vista from Chica go, Illinois when 
she wa s 13.
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Writing Mechanics: Hyphens

Use hyphens . . .
• for numbers a nd some compound words

twenty-six, two-thirds, on-site , well-be ing, se lf-expression, ex-girlfriend

• for compound a djectives before nouns
a two-yea r-old child, a high-risk ca se loa d, a five-inch bla de , a high-speed cha se

Do not use hyphens . . . 
• a fte r a n –ly word or when a compound a djective comes a fte r the noun.

a newly hired employee , a child who is two yea rs o ld, a bla de five inches long Sa n Diego County Probation



Writing Mechanics: Apostrophes

Apostrophes should be used 
for two purposes:
• for contra ctions

do not  don’t
they a re  they’re

• for possessives
J ohn’s house
the officers’ ba dges
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Writing Mechanics: Apostrophes

Do NOT use a postrophes to ma ke 
words plura l.

PO’s
the 1990’s
The officer’s exited the ir vehicle .

Exception for cla rity when writing 
a bout plura l le tte rs:

There a re two i’s in “skiing.”
She ea rned a ll A’s on her report ca rd.
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Writing Mechanics: Quotation Marks

In America n English, comma s a nd periods a lwa ys go inside quotation ma rks. 
It wa s Yogi Berra who sa id, “It’s like dé jà vu a ll over a ga in.”
He ca lls her his “a unt,” but she is not a ctua lly re la ted to him.
The defenda nt sta ted he is “rea dy to cha nge beca use I ha ve a son now”. 

Semicolons, co lons, question ma rks, a nd excla mation ma rks ca n survive outside 
of the quota tion ma rks if they a ren’t pa rt of the quota tion.

Wa s it Ma ya Angelou who sa id, “Try to be a ra inbow in someone’s cloud”?
He wa s initia lly cla ssified a s “high-risk”; however, he wa s moved to a less intensive 
supervision leve l a fte r one yea r of complia nce .
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Writing Mechanics: Spelling

The most commonly misspe lled words :
Publicly (not publica lly) Until (not untill)

Definite ly (not definate ly) Rece ive (not recieve)

Government (not goverment) Which (not wich)

Sepa ra te (not seperate ) Accommodate (not 

Occurred (not occured) a ccomodate)

• your, you’re
• the re , the ir, they’re
• it’s , its
• a ccept, except
• ca pita l, ca pito l

• a ffect, e ffect
• ensure , insure
• then, tha n
• lie , la y
• principa l, principle

Know the diffe rence be tween these words:

Most frequent “How to spe ll . . .” Google sea rches by sta te 
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Proofreading Strategies

• Print out your pa per. 

• Work on a diffe rent ta sk for a while a nd come ba ck with fresh eyes.

• Spea k the words quie tly to yourse lf.

• Rea d once only for writing mecha nics a nd once for content.

• Excha nge pa pers with a collea gue . 

• Pa y a ttention to Word’s suggestions. 

• Be ca re ful a bout homophones (e .g. wright a nd right) beca use Word won’t ca tch them.
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Content Errors: Redundancy

Avoid redunda nt phra ses .

Instea d of this Write this

his pa st history his history

re turn ba ck or revert ba ck re turn or revert

the end result
the fina l outcome

the result
the outcome

give a dva nce wa rning wa rn

se lf-confessed confessed
Don’t use ja rgon. 
https:/ / www.pla inla ngua ge .gov/
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Content Errors: Verbosity

Be concise .
Instea d of this Write this
a t the present time
at this point in time

currently or now

during the course of during
until such time a s until
in order to
for the purpose of

to

sma ll in size
fewer in number

sma ll
fewer

due to the fa ct tha t since or beca use
ma de a de termination tha t de termined
including but not limited to including
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Content Errors: Offense Section

The offense section of a report should focus on . . .
• the who, what, when, where , why, a nd how 
• fa cts tha t a ggra vate or mitiga te the crime (or vio la tion)
• information tha t could be useful for supervision
• the defenda nt’s ro ll in the offense

Avoid including . . .
• fa ctors used to support proba ble ca use
• information a bout officers’ tra ining or experience
• duplica tive sta tements by multiple witnesses
• irre leva nt de ta ils a bout a vehicle or building

Double check . . .
• na mes •   qua ntities
• dates •   pronouns
• locations
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Content Errors: Discussion

Key e lements include . . .
• why the client is before the Court
• noteworthy a spects of the client’s history
• The impa ct to victims a nd the client’s remorse
• client’s a bility to comply with conditions
• a ssessment results rega rding the client’s risk leve l a nd needs 
• your a na lysis of the information a nd justifica tion for your recommendation

Do not . . .
• introduce a ny new information not a lrea dy presented in the report
• fa il to sta te the nexus for a ny non-sta nda rd conditions you recommend
• neglect to expla in why a lte rnate recommendations were re jected 
• fa il to inform the Court of a ny conditions required by la w
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Key Points

 No matte r our individua l opinions a bout gra mma r, we must be a wa re of a nd fo llow 
the rules due to the nature of our profession.

 Proper use of comma s a nd hyphens he lps provide cla rity.

 Misspellings a nd incorrect use of a postrophes a nd o ther punctuation ma rks ca n 
decrea se our rea ders’ confidence in our work.

 Avoiding redunda ncy a nd verbosity ma kes your writing more e ffective .

 When composing a n offense section or discussion, a lwa ys keep in mind who your 
a udience is , what you wa nt to communicate , a nd how the information will be used. 

 Ta ke pride in your work!  It ha s your na me on it a nd will be circula ting long a fte r 
your ba dge is re tired.
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The End

Tha nk you.
Be sa fe

(a nd a ccurate)!
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