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STEP 1: WRITING THE CENTS IN THE DOLLAR BOX (NUMERICAL FORMAT)

THE LOST ART OF WRITING CHECKS: A COMPLETE GUIDE TO INCLUDING CENTS

In an era dominated by digital payments, Venmo transfers, and contactless credit cards, the humble
paper check might seem like a relic from a bygone age. Yet, checks remain a vital tool for many
transactions. Rent payments, gifts from older relatives, donations to charitable organizations, and
payments to small businesses often require a physical check. One of the most common stumbling
blocks for people writing a check today is understanding how to write a check with cents. It is a
surprisingly nuanced skill, and getting it wrong can lead to bank rejections, payment delays, or even
fraud. This comprehensive guide will walk you through every step of the process, ensuring your
checks are always filled out correctly, securely, and without confusion.

WHY UNDERSTANDING HOW TO WRITE A CHECK WITH CENTS STILL MATTERS

Many people assume that writing a check is as simple as filling in a name and a number. The reality
is more complex, especially regarding the cents portion. A check is a legally binding document.
Banks rely on the written amount (the legal line) over the numerical amount (the box) if there is
a discrepancy. This is a critical point. If you write "$125.50" in the box but write "One hundred
twenty-five dollars and fifty cents" on the line, the bank will honor the written amount. Knowing how
to write a check with cents correctly protects both you and the payee from errors and potential
fraud attempts where someone might try to alter the numbers.

ANATOMY OF A CHECK: KEY FIELDS YOU NEED TO KNOW

Before diving into the specifics of cents, it is essential to understand the layout of a standard
personal check. Every check has several key fields, but for the purpose of this guide, we will focus
on the two that matter most for expressing monetary value.

e The Payee Line: The line that begins with "Pay to the order of."

e The Dollar Box: The small box on the right side where you write the numerical amount.

* The Legal Line (Amount Line): The long line below the payee's name where you write the
amount in words.

e The Memo Line: The bottom left line for noting the purpose of the check.

e The Signature Line: The bottom right line where you sign the check.

Mastering how to write a check with cents requires precision in both the Dollar Box and the
Legal Line. Let us examine each one carefully.

The Dollar Box is designed for quick numerical reference. It is typically preceded by a dollar sign.
Your goal here is to be clear and unambiguous. When dealing with cents, you must use a decimal
point followed by two digits.

Correct Format for the Dollar Box

e Write the dollar amount immediately after the dollar sign.
* Place a decimal point after the dollar amount.
e Write the number of cents as a two-digit number.

Examples:

e For twenty dollars and fifty cents, you write: $20.50
e For one hundred five dollars and three cents, you write: $105.03
e For zero dollars and seventy-five cents, you write: $0.75

Common Mistakes in the Dollar Box

One frequent error is omitting the leading zero when cents are less than ten. If you write "$20.5" the
bank might interpret this as $20.50 or $20.05, depending on their processing system. Always write
two digits for cents. Another mistake is using a comma instead of a decimal point. Writing "$20,50"
is incorrect and will likely cause the check to be rejected. When learning how to write a check
with cents, remember the decimal point is your friend. It separates dollars from cents.

STEP 2: WRITING THE CENTS IN THE LEGAL LINE (WRITTEN FORMAT)

This is the most intimidating part for many people, but it is straightforward once you understand the
structure. The legal line requires you to write the dollar amount in words, followed by the word
"and," and then the cents as a fraction out of 100.

The Standard Formula for the Legal Line

The universally accepted format is: "[Dollar amount in words] and [cents]/100"
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Detailed Breakdown of the Formula

1. Write the Dollar Amount in Words: Spell out the dollar amount exactly as you would say it.
Use hyphens for numbers between twenty-one and ninety-nine. Do not use the word "dollars"
yet.

2. Add the Word "and": This word acts as a bridge between the dollars and the cents. It
represents the decimal point.

3. Write the Cents as a Fraction: Write the number of cents, a slash, and the number 100.
This signifies "cents out of 100 cents in a dollar."

4. Add the Word "Dollars": The word "dollars" comes at the very end, after the fraction.

Concrete Examples of Writing Cents on
the Legal Line

Example 1: $1,234.56
Write: One thousand two hundred thirty-four and 56/100 dollars

Note: We did not write "One thousand two hundred and thirty-four." The word "and" is reserved
exclusively for the cents. Writing "One thousand two hundred and thirty-four" can be ambiguous and
is technically incorrect for check writing.

Example 2: $50.00
Write: Fifty and 00/100 dollars

Some people prefer to write "Fifty and no/100 dollars" or "Fifty dollars and zero cents." While the
latter is understood, the standard banking format is "Fifty and 00/100 dollars." The fraction format is
always preferred for clarity.

Example 3: $0.99
Write: Zero and 99/100 dollars

Alternatively, you can write "Only 99/100 dollars." Some check writers use "Only" at the beginning to
prevent someone from adding words before the amount. This is a security best practice.

Example 4: $125.03
Write: One hundred twenty-five and 03/100 dollars

Notice the leading zero in the cents fraction. While some banks might accept "3/100," writing
"03/100" is a best practice for consistency and clarity, mirroring the two-digit requirement in the
dollar box.

WHY THE FRACTION FORMAT IS STANDARD FOR CENTS

You might wonder why we do not simply write "fifty cents" on the line. The reason is fraud
prevention. The fraction format "50/100" is extremely difficult to alter. If you write "fifty cents,"
someone could potentially add "and fifty" before it, changing the amount. The fraction creates a
distinct, self-contained notation. Furthermore, the fraction format clearly ties the cents to the base
of 100, eliminating any confusion about whether you mean 50 cents out of 100 or something else.
Mastering how to write a check with cents means embracing this fraction format as the gold
standard.

TIPS FOR WRITING LARGE DOLLAR AMOUNTS WITH CENTS

Handling large numbers can be tricky. Here are some guidelines for writing out substantial sums
with cents.

e Thousands: "Two thousand five hundred and 00/100 dollars" (Not "two thousand and five
hundred").

e Millions: "One million two hundred fifty thousand and 00/100 dollars" (Do not use commas in
the written text).

e Hyphenation: Always hyphenate compound numbers from twenty-one to ninety-nine. For
example, "thirty-two" not "thirty two."

SECURITY: HOW TO PROTECT THE CENTS ON YOUR CHECK

Understanding how to write a check with cents also involves knowing how to protect that
information. Here are critical security measures:

1. Draw a Line After the Amount: On the legal line, after writing the fraction and the word
"dollars," draw a horizontal line to fill any remaining space. This prevents someone from
adding extra words. For example, if you write "One hundred and 00/100 dollars," you should
then add a line like this: "One hundred and 00/100 dollars N

2. Start at the Far Left: Begin writing the dollar amount as far to the left on the legal line as
possible. Do not leave a gap where someone could insert a number like "three hundred"
before your amount.

3. Use Consistent Handwriting: Write clearly and legibly. Sloppy handwriting can lead to
misinterpretation, especially with cents. A poorly written "50/100" could look like "60/100" or
"58/100."

4. Avoid Leading Spaces: In the dollar box, do not leave a space between the dollar sign and
your number. Write "$50.00" not "$ 50.00." A space could allow someone to insert an extra
digit.

SPECIAL SCENARIOS AND EDGE CASES
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Writing a Check for an Even Dollar
Amount

Even if the check is for a round dollar amount with no cents, you must still indicate cents. Writing
"One hundred dollars" alone is insufficient. The bank expects the fraction. The correct format is "One
hundred and 00/100 dollars." This eliminates any doubt about whether you intended to include an
additional cent amount.

Writing a Check for Cents Only (e.qg.,
$0.47)

This is common for small refunds or coupons. In the dollar box, write "$0.47." On the legal line, write
"Zero and 47/100 dollars" or simply "Only 47/100 dollars." The word "Only" at the beginning is highly
recommended for small amounts to prevent tampering.

Writing a Check with Foreign Currency
Terms

If you are writing a check in a context that uses terminology like "euros," the same principle applies.
You would write "One hundred and 50/100 euros." The fraction format for cents remains universal
across currencies that use a decimal sub-unit.

COMMON ERRORS TO AVOID

Even experienced check writers make mistakes. Here is a list of the most frequent errors related to
how to write a check with cents:

e Omitting the word "and" - Writing "One hundred 50/100 dollars" is incorrect. It must be
"One hundred and 50/100 dollars."

» Using the word "cents" instead of a fraction - "One hundred dollars and fifty cents" is
acceptable but less secure than the fraction format. Banks prefer the fraction.

* Forgetting the word "dollars" at the end - The fraction "50/100" alone does not specify
the currency unit. The complete phrase is required.

e Writing "and"” between the dollars and the cents incorrectly - "One hundred and fifty"
implies 150 dollars, not 100.50. The "and" must strictly separate dollars from cents.

e Using a decimal point on the legal line - Never write "One hundred.50/100." The legal line
uses words and fractions, not decimals.

e Inconsistent cents - Writing "$20.50" in the box but "Twenty and 30/100 dollars" on the line
will cause a bank hold or rejection. Always match the amounts.

A COMPLETE WALKTHROUGH: WRITING A CHECK FOR $734.85

Let us put it all together with a practical example. Imagine you need to pay a



