
 

PUNCTUATION MARKS 
 

. (period) 
 *ends sentence (declarative/imperative statement or indirect question) 
  Class starts at 5:30. 
  Think carefully about your next step. 

  The question was whether the two sides could find a compromise. 

 *follows most initials 
  John F. Kennedy was a popular president. 

 *follows most abbreviations 
  John is 6 ft. tall. 

? (question mark) 
 *ends sentence (question) 
  Does class start at 5:30? 

 *placed after clause phrased as question in compound, complex, compound-complex sentence 
  Could all sides agree? was the more important question. 

! (exclamation point) 
 *ends sentence (emphatic) 
  Get away from the fire! 

, (comma) 
 *separates 2+ adjectives or adverbs  
  It was a warm, beautiful night. 

 *separates repeated words (except that)  
  Whatever happens, happens. 

 *separates lists of 3+ items (“likes”) 
  I have red, green, blue, and black pens. 

 *dates 
  His birthday is August 3, 1994. 

 *addresses 
  He lived at 39 1st Street, New York, New York, last year. 

 *joins a dependent adverb clause to an independent clause 
  When the movie started, everyone was quiet. 

 *joins compound sentences with a coordinating conjunction (fanboys) (Note: Can be left out when clauses are short) 
  He likes math, and she likes music. 

 *adds extra/nonessential information 
  My brother, who was here today, is a good student. (adjective (relative) clause) 

  She was happy, but also worried, about moving far from home. (contrasted elements) 

  It is, therefore, a sound theory. (parenthetic expression) 
  Mr. Smith, after getting his new assignment, left immediately for Germany. (interrupting elements) 

  George Washington, first president of the U.S., was also a military general. (appositive) 

  I’m telling you, Bill, I think this is wrong. (direct address) 
  Wow, that’s amazing! (interjection) 

 *separates direct quotation introduced by a “talking” verb 
  Einstein said, “Genius is 99 percent perspiration, 1 percent inspiration.” 

 *separates introductory word/phrase from subject 
  In the summer of 2003, he traveled to Brazil. 

; (semicolon) 
 *joins related independent clauses without a conjunction 
  He likes math; she likes music. 

 *joins related independent clauses with a conjunctive adverb 
  He likes math; however, she likes music. 

 *separates major items in a complex list 
  For the party, we have to send the invitations; bake the cake; buy the candles, paper plates, napkins, and forks; and reserve the party room. 

: (colon) 
 *introduces list or explanation after complete sentence 
  The U.S. government has three branches: the executive, legislative, and judicial. 

 *introduces long quotes (block quotes) after complete introductory sentence 
  Lincoln wrote in his Gettysburg Address:  
   Fourscore and seven years ago, our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in  

   liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal…. 

 *separates the main title from the subtitle of a work 
  Star Wars: A New Hope 

-- (dash) 
 *separates extra/nonessential word/phrase/clause in a sentence 
  The judicial branch--made up of the Supreme Court and lower federal courts--settles legal disputes between citizens and the government. 

 *introduces list or explanation after complete sentence 
  The U.S. government has three branches--the executive, legislative, and judicial. 

  



( ) (parentheses) 
 *contain extra/nonessential word/phrase/clause in a sentence 
  The judicial branch (made up of the Supreme Court and lower federal courts) settles legal disputes between citizens and the government. 

 *provide definition of a foreign term/phrase 
  The Hebrew word Elohim (God) is used in the Old Testament. 

[ ] (brackets) 
 *indicate change/addition that is not part of original quoted passage (Note: Add [sic] after serious errors) 
  “It [Strength] comes from an indomitable will.” 

  “Genisis [sic] is the first book of the Old Testament.” 

 “ ” (quotation marks) 
 *show person’s exact words 
  He said, “Let’s go.” 

 *indicate titles of articles (in journals, etc.), chapters (in books), essays, songs, and poems (smaller works) 
  “Congress” is the title of a chapter in Current Issues. 

 *indicate title of large work within the title of another large work 
  Dirt for Art’s Sake: Books on Trial from “Madame Bovary” to “Lolita” 

 *provide definition of a foreign term/phrase 
  The Hebrew word Elohim means “God.” 

 *indicate term used in a nonstandard or ironic way 
  His “help” created five extra hours of work for everyone. 

‘ ’ (single quotation marks) 
 *show a quote within a quote   

Jim told me, “My mother often said, ‘Don’t judge a book by its cover’, but it took me a long time to follow her advice.” 

 *set apart special terms or concepts (in linguistics, philosophy, theology,…)   
Some contemporary theologians favor ‘religionless Christianity’. 

 

... (ellipsis) 
 *shows words are left out (Note: Period is added when omission is at end of sentence) 
  “No matter who you are …, America is a place where you can write your own destiny.” (Barack Obama) 

’ (apostrophe) 
 *shows possession (’s: singular nouns; letters and numerals used as singular nouns; abbreviations; irregular plurals) 
  Jim’s book; the 1940’s political situation; JFK’s popularity; children’s literature 

 *shows possession (’: plural nouns ending in –s; collective nouns used in singular) 
  the politicians’ positions; the United States’ role 

 *forms plurals of non-words with lowercase letters 
  It was hard to distinguish between the a’s and the o’s in his handwriting. 

 *shows contractions 
  won’t, can’t, didn’t 

- (hyphen) 
 *connects compound adjectives used before a noun without a modifying adverb (act as one word/idea) 
  well-known British actor, hard-working young man, two-year-old boy 

 *connects compound adjectives using all-, -free, or a fraction before or after a noun (act as one word/idea) 
  all-encompassing, toll-free, two-thirds 

 *connects ranges of numbers 
  The years 1994-1999 were difficult for Silicon Valley. 

 *separates some prefixes from words (e.g., prefix + capitalized word, numeral, hyphenated word; prefix alone; clarity) 
  sub-Saharan, mid-1980s, non-coffee-drinking; pre- and postwar; anti-intellectual 

 *joins some familiar phrases 
  stick-in-the-mud, jack-of-all-trades 

SPECIAL TYPE 
italics 
 *indicate titles of books, journals, newspapers, plays, films, etc. (large, complete works) 
  A Tale of Two Cities is one of Charles Dickens’ most famous novels. 

 *indicate abbreviation of italicized term 
  OED (=Oxford English Dictionary)   

 *indicate unfamiliar foreign word/short phrase 
  The Übermensch, or ‘Superman’, is a philosophical concept introduced by Friedrich Nietzsche. 

 *indicate a word that is defined (first use, Roman after) 
  The word important is used as an adjective. 

 *indicate a letter referred to as a letter (lowercase) (Note: Letter grades are capitalized and Roman type) 
  The m in his writing looks like an n. (Note: He got an A on his last paper.) 

 *create emphasis  
  Now is the time to act. 
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