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Punctuation 
 

Punctuation marks are used as signals to the reader. When we speak, we can pause, stop, or 
change our tone of voice. When we write, we need to indicate to our reader how we want them to 
read our writing. If we do not have punctuation, our writing will be one long stream of thought 
with no coherence.  

The following are some rules and examples to help you use punctuation appropriately.  

 

Punctuation Important to know Uses  
PERIOD (.) - Do not use a period if the last 

word in the sentence ends in a 
period.  
 
 

- Use period at the end of a 
sentence 
- Ex: We took the dog for a 
walk. 
 

ELLIPSIS (…) - Put the ellipsis before the end 
punctuation if sentences are 
omitted between quoted 
sentences.  
- In MLA format, ellipsis 
should be in the bracket.  
 
 

- To indicate words that are left 
out. 
- Ex: I do not know… I am not 
sure.  

COMMA (,) - Separate two adjectives when 
the word cannot be inserted 
between them. 
 

- Use commas to surround the 
name or title of a person 
directly addressed.  
- Use commas to set off 
expressions that interrupt the 
flow of the sentence 
- Ex: The pet store has cats, 
dogs, fish, and turtles.  
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COLON (:) Colons follow independent 
clauses (clauses that could 
stand alone as sentences) and 
can be used to present an 
explanation, draw attention to 
something, or join ideas 
together. 
 

- To announce, introduce, or 
direct attention to a list, a noun 
or noun phrase, a quotation, or 
an example/explanation.  
- To express time, in titles, and 
as part of other writing 
conventions. 
- Ex: There are two choices at 
this time: run away or fight.  
 

SEMICOLON (;) - The semicolon looks like a 
comma with a period above it, 
and this can be an excellent 
way to remember what it does. 
A semicolon creates more 
separation between thoughts 
than a comma does, but less 
than a period does. 

- Use to separate items in a list.  
- Use to join two sentences.  
- Ex: I have an event 
tomorrow; I cannot go out 
tonight 

DASHES (-) - Distinguish between dashes 
and hyphens. Hyphens are 
shorter lines (-); they are most 
often used to show connections 
between words that are 
working as a unit (for example, 
you might see adjectives like 
"well-intentioned") or spelling 
certain words (like "e-mail"). 

 

- Rarely required by the laws of 
grammar and punctuation. 
- To set off material for 
emphasis.  
- Ex: The man-he was from 
Ames, Iowa-arrived. 

 

Comma Splice: 
 
Using a comma alone between two complete and separate thoughts causes a "comma splice" or 
"fused sentence" (some instructors may call it a run-on). Some readers (mostly professors) will 
think of this as a severe error. 

INCORRECT: My hamster loved to play, I gave him a hula-hoop. 

ALSO INCORRECT: You wore a lovely hat, it was your only defense. 

To fix these comma splices, you can do one of four simple things: change the comma to a 
semicolon, make each clause a separate sentence, or add a subordinator (a word like because, 
while, although, if, when, since, etc.) 
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CORRECT: You wore a lovely hat, for it was your only defense. 

ALSO CORRECT: You wore a lovely hat; it was your only defense. 

STILL CORRECT: You wore a lovely hat. It was your only defense. 

TOTALLY CORRECT: You wore a lovely hat because it was your only defense. 

 


