
The Farnham Writers’ Center | Spring 2021 1

Punctuation
Dashes

❖ The dash tends to be a slightly enigmatic punctuation mark.  Grammar books and guides
(such as the ones consulted for this handout) usually present the same general concepts
regarding dashes but with different explanations or reasoning.  It is acceptable to use a dash in
the following instances:
➢ To separate an introductory phrase from the main sentence
➢ To set off an appositive containing a comma
➢ To indicate an interruption in a quotation
➢ To interject an alternative opinion
➢ To emphasize a particular part of a sentence

❖ Separating an introductory phrase from the main sentence: Separating an introductory
phrase from the body of the sentence can often be done effectively using just a comma.  When
a comma is present in the introductory phrase, however, some writers prefer to separate the
two sections with a dash.  One hint is to watch for the words like “these,” “those,” or “all” as
the first word in the main part of the sentence.
➢ Ex: A reliable coffeemaker, a bright reading lamp, and a slightly uncomfortable chair

– these are the ingredients for a successful all-nighter.
❖ Setting off an appositive containing a comma: An appositive is a word or phrase that

restates or redefines a nearby noun.  In general, appositives are set off by commas, but when
they contain a comma, a dash is used to improve the clarity of the sentence.
➢ Ex: The fruit they’d brought back from Spring Break—a mix of bananas, papayas,

and mangoes—was confiscated by the airport authorities.
➢ In this example, “the fruit” and “a mix of bananas, papayas, and mangoes” refer to the

same thing.  The former is the noun and the latter is the appositive.  Because the
appositive contains commas, it is correctly distinguished from the rest of the sentence
by dashes.

❖ Indicating an interruption in a quotation: When writers want to indicate that a quotation
has been interrupted, they use a dash.
➢ Ex:  John exclaimed, “I have more homework than any—“  “Don’t start with me,” his

mother interrupted, “I did twice the work you do when I was in college!”
❖ Indicating an alternative opinion: The dash can be used to insert an additional opinion or

perspective into a single sentence.
➢ Ex: In my opinion—but not my parents’—going to school in another state was a

splendid idea.
❖ Emphasizing or dramatizing a particular part of a sentence: Writers also choose to

punctuate a sentence with a dash when they want to accentuate one component of a sentence.
It is in these cases that the drama of the dash is very useful.  In order for the dash to maintain
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its emphasis, it’s important to not overuse the dash for the punctuation above in any individual
paper.
➢ Ex: After the snow melted, the Messalonskee stream was rushing through the

riverbed—and the streets.
➢ Ex: The student employees would work hard—but not too hard.

❖ **Hint: When typing the dash, type two hyphens (--) without spaces on either side.  Word
processing programs should automatically turn the two hyphens into one long dash (—).

Semicolons and colons:.

❖ Semi-colons separate elements of a series where at least one element contains a comma and
separate independent clauses as an alternative to using a comma and a conjunction. Colons
indicate that the material following is an explanation, illustration, example, or reason for the
material that preceded the colon.
➢ Semi-colons: between elements in a series

■ When an element in a series of three or more contains a comma, a semi-colon
serves to clearly separate the three elements.

■ Ex: The pig likes organic carrots, which I grow at home; potatoes, which I
purchase at the market; and any scraps, as long as they are not pork or bacon.

■ The semi-colons make it clear which items are in the series and which are
dependent clauses that describe the listed items.

➢ Semi-colons: between independent clauses
■ Perhaps the most common way to separate two independent clauses is by

using a comma followed by a conjunction.  The same function can be served
by a semi-colon.

■ Ex: Hillary Rodham Clinton is an outspoken advocate for children’s rights;
her opinions often garner the attention of a critical media.

➢ Colons: followed by a  “reason” or explanation
■ Colons can be used to precede the explanation of a statement.
■ Ex: There was only one reason the professor would have to email me: to

request the overdue essay.
➢ Colons: introducing a list

■ Colons can also be used to introduce a list.  This following example is a
direct quotation from page 199 in Harris.

■ Ex: The school offered four alternatives to the physical education
requirement: yoga, cycling, ballet and jazzercise.

The Four Cardinal Sins of Punctuation

❖ The Sentence Fragment: is a group of words not expressing a complete thought but written
and punctuated like a complete sentence.
➢ EXAMPLES:

■ The double-decker ice cream cone dripping down the child's chin and shirt.
■ To be so pretty like Shirley in her new, pressed polyester pants.

➢ THE SOLUTION: A fragment is a phrase that lacks a subject or a verb. Convert the
fragment into a clause by adding a subject and verb.

■ The double-decker ice cream is slowly dripping down the child's chin.
■ To be so pretty like Shirley in her new, pressed polyester pants is my goal.

Revised July 2021



The Farnham Writers’ Center | Spring 2021 3

❖ Semicolon Sentence Fragment: With very few exceptions, one must have a main clause
before and after a semicolon. Failure to do so constitutes a semicolon sentence fragment.
➢ EXAMPLES:

■ Sherman wants that doggy in the window; the fluffy one.
■ Poor little Amy was blown by the wind; arms flailing everywhere.

➢ THE SOLUTION: Remember that a main clause is a group of words with both a
subject and a verb that expresses a complete thought and can stand alone as a
complete sentence. Place a semicolon only between main clauses.

■ Sherman wants that doggy in the window; he is pointing to the fluffy one.
■ Poor little Amy was blown by the wind; her arms were flailing everywhere.

❖ The Comma Splice: occurs when two main clauses are separated only with a comma but
without the aid of a short coordinate conjunction
➢ EXAMPLES:

■ The basketball team is playing tonight, I hope they win.
■ I would have gone with him to the party, he was just too drunk.

➢ THE SOLUTION: Learn to use the six short coordinate conjunctions: and, but, or,
nor, so, yet. These conjunctions can join coordinate (grammatically equal) words,
phrases, subordinate clauses, and main clauses.

■ The basketball team is playing tonight, and I hope they win.
■ I would have gone with him to the party, but he was just too drunk.

❖ Run-on Sentence: occurs when two main clauses are neither joined by a short coordinate
conjunction nor separated with a comma--one clause literally runs on into the next.
➢ EXAMPLES:

■ The rain beat down on the sidewalk wind blew fiercely.
■ After the explanation I understood everything consequently I felt much better.

➢ THE SOLUTION: Learn to recognize main clauses--look for subject/verb
combinations within each sentence. Separate main clauses with a semicolon, OR a
short coordinate conjunction preceded by a comma, OR a long coordinate conjunction
preceded by a semicolon and followed by a comma. Long coordinate conjunctions
include: accordingly, besides, consequently, furthermore, therefore, for example,
however, instead, in addition to, likewise, moreover, nevertheless, in fact, that is,
otherwise, on the other hand, on the contrary, thus, etc.

■ The rain beat down on the sidewalk; wind blew fiercely.
■ After the explanation I understood everything; consequently, I felt much

better.
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