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Capitalization 
 
The purpose of this handout is to present an overview of capitalization rules. If you are unsure whether a 
word should be capitalized, you can consult a dictionary. 
 

1. You should always capitalize proper nouns and words formed from them; do not capitalize common 
nouns. The following are types of words that you should usually capitalize: 

 
• Names for the deity, religions, religious followers, sacred books – God, Buddha, Allah, 

Christianity, Muslims, Bible, Torah 
• Words of family relationships used as names – Aunt Rose, Uncle Henry, Grandma Reed 
• Names of countries, states, and cities – France, England, United States of America, New 

York, New Orleans 
• Nationalities and their languages, races, tribes – English, African, Sudanese, Spanish, 

Cherokee 
• Educational institutions, degrees, particular courses –University of Maryland, Bachelor’s 

of Science, English 101 
• Government departments, organizations, political parties – Federal Bureau of 

Investigations, the Supreme Court, Congress, Sierra Club, Democrat  
• Historical movements, periods, events, documents – the Enlightenment, the Declaration 

of Independence, the Constitution 
• Specific electronic sources – the Internet, the Net, the World Wide Web  
• Trade names – Kleenex  

 
Months (January, February) and days of the week (Sunday, Monday) are also treated as proper 
nouns. Seasons and the numbers of the days of the months are not.  
 
Also, names of school subjects (math, algebra, geology, psychology) are not capitalized with the 
exception of the names of languages (French, English). Names of courses are capitalized (Algebra 
201, Math 001).  

 
2. You should capitalize titles of people when used as part of their proper name. 

 
• Professor Smith but not “The professor”  
• District Attorney Rodriquez but not “the new district attorney”  

 
3. Capitalize the first, last, and all major words of titles and subtitles of works such as books, online 

documents, songs, articles. Major words can include nouns, verbs, pronouns, adverbs and 
adjectives, but do not capitalize minor words like articles, and prepositions, and coordinating 
conjunctions (and, or, the, in) with the only exception if one of these minor words come first or last 
in the title.  

 
• The Cat in the Hat (book title) 
• I Want to Hold Your Hand (name of song) 

 
4. Capitalize the first word of a sentence.  

 
• She went to the store to purchase a new computer. 

 
5. Capitalize the first word of a quoted sentence but not a quoted phrase.  

 

Comment [WH1]: Should we include 
a note here since not all words in titles are 
capitalized in APA format? 
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• Professor Smith cautioned students, “Tomorrow is the test, be sure to study chapters eight 
through twelve and the study notes.”  

• Professor Smith says we should study “chapters eight through twelve and the study notes.”  
 
RESOURCES 
 
Rules for Capitalization 
http://www.personal.psu.edu/faculty/c/v/cvm115/handouts/rules_for_capitalization.htm 
 
Using Capitals  
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/grammar/g_caps.htm 


