PUNCTUATION AND MECHANICS: RULES FOR USE
COMMAS – used to create a short break between or among ideas.

1. Avoiding comma splices. Comma splice is an error that occurs when a writer attempts to hook two sentences together with a comma and it results in a run-on sentence.



Comma splice: The clouds are gathering in the west, it will rain soon.    




Re-write as:  The clouds are gathering in the west, so it will rain soon.


Comma splice: I’m crazy about dogs, Golden Retrievers are my favorites.    




Re-write as:  I’m crazy about dogs, but Golden Retrievers are my favorites.
2. To separate the elements in a series (three or more things). Also known as the Oxford comma.



The family needs clothing, food, and shelter. 

3. Use a comma + a coordinating conjunction (and, but, for, nor, yet, or, so) to connect two independent clauses (a complete thought) or two complete sentences. 


The owl is a nocturnal animal, and it sleeps during the day. 



I thought I could stay awake till midnight, but I fell asleep much earlier. 

4. To set off most introductory phrases.  Here is a simple definition of a phrase: a word group that lacks either a subject or a predicate or both. 



Fearing an accident, she drove carefully during the stormy weather. 



In a panic, he rummaged through his pockets in search of his wallet.

5. When a subordinate clause is as an introductory element of a sentence and modifies a word or words in the main clause. 





Although Susan had woken up earlier than usual, she was still late for school.
6. To set off parenthetical elements. These are parts of a sentence that can be removed without changing the meaning of that sentence. 


The Paradise Bridge, which spans the Petaluma River, is falling down.
7. Appositives. The re-naming or amplification of a word that immediately precedes it.


Flipper, Melvin’s pet goldfish, lives in a glass bowl on the bookshelf.
8. When both a city’s name and that city’s state or country’s name are mentioned together. 



Paris, France, is often called “The City of Lights.”
9. Use a comma with a prepositional phrase that starts with prepositions that take objects: about, above, at, before, below.


Before learning to walk, most children first learn to crawl. 
10. Use a comma before which but not before that. 



I studied at the university, which was in town        or      I studied at the university that was in town. 
11. Use a comma to separate coordinate adjectives. You could think of this as “That tall, distinguished, good-looking fellow” rule. If you can put an and or a but between the adjectives, a comma will probably belong there. 


For instance, you could say:   I live in an ancient and run-down house. 




So you would write: I live in an ancient, run-down house.
12. Use a comma to set off quoted elements. 

Summing up her opinion of commas, Gertrude Stein wrote, “at the most a comma is a poor period that lets you stop and take a breath.”
13. Use commas to set off phrases that express contrast. 



Some say the world will end in ice, not fire.


It was her money, not her charm or personality, that first attracted him. 
14. Use a comma to avoid confusion. This is often a matter of consistently applying rule #3. 

Outside, the lawn was cluttered with hundreds of broken branches 

 
Instead of this:   Outside the lawn was cluttered with hundreds of broken branches.

15. Use a comma for typographical reasons. Between a date and the year; a name and a title when the title comes after the name; in long numbers; and sometimes between a name and suffix (a matter of choice).



June 20, 2017         Mr. Bob Flood, Professor of Marketing         92,545        Eric Pratt, Jr.

APOSTROPHES - used to show possession, mark omissions in contractions, or form plurals that would otherwise be confusing.
1. Forms the possessive case of nouns and pronouns.



Sean’s book          the boy’s mother           Aristophanes’ play          men’s clothing          children’s shoes

2. Marks the omission of letters and numbers.



didn’t         could’ve         o’clock            class of ’17

3. Forms plural of numbers, figures, punctuated abbreviations, symbols, and lowercase letters referred to as words.



cross your t’s and dot your i’s     the two teachers have Ph.D.’s.      too many and’s or but’s
NOTE: sometimes you will have an instructor who will want you to place apostrophes after numerals (there should be two 7’s on that line) or after capital letters (She got three A’s this semester). This is not a set rule for every case, so know your audience.
COLONS - used to call attention to words that follow it — follows a completed main clause, and comes before one of the following:  a list of items, a word, phrase, or clause that explains or restates the idea expressed in the main clause, or a direct quotation
1. Follows the greeting of a formal or business letter.



Dear Sir:              Dear Ms. Smith:
2. Separates numerals indicating hours and minutes or volume and page numbers.



10:00 A.M.               VII: 108-110
3. Introduces a list.



Purchase the following ingredients: flour, sugar, and vanilla.
4. To add emphasis or draw attention to something.

After three weeks of deliberation, the jury finally reached a verdict: guilty.     

Shakespeare said it best: “To thine own self be true.”

5. Is always placed outside quotation marks.
SEMICOLONS - used to connect major sentence elements of equal grammatical rank.
1. Separate independent clauses not connected with a coordinate conjunction.



Injustice is relatively easy to bear; what stings is justice    --H.L. Mencken

2. Separate independent clauses connected with a conjunctive adverb or a transitional phrase.



Many corals grow slowly; in fact, the creation of a coral reef can take centuries.


Speeding is illegal; furthermore, it is dangerous.
3. Separate items in a sentence that contain commas.

Classic science fiction sagas are Star Trek, with Mr. Spock; Battlestar Galactica, with its Cyclon Raiders; and Star Wars, with Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, and Darth Vader.
HYPHENS – It shows that a word has been split, or that two or more words have been joined to make a new one. In appearance, a hyphen is half as long as a dash. In function, it’s completely different from a dash.
1. When splitting a word of more than one syllable and more than five letters between lines of text (breaking syllables like in a dictionary).



syl-la-ble         co-or-di-nate         bar-ri-er

2. Compound names. 



Joyner-Kersee       Atwater-Rhodes       Day-Lewis     

3. Compound words. 



good-bye        four-year-old          mother-in-law           merry-go-round

4. Numbers of two or more words and on fractions. 



twenty-eight           one-fifth

5. To indicate a span of time, a span of pages, or the score of a game.



 November-March        pages 21-37         final score of 28-7

6. To form a compound adjective that comes before a noun. 



snow-covered lawn       wide-eyed expression           after-school sports

DASHES – A dash shows meaning—that is, a break, shift, or interruption in meaning. It’s more forceful than a comma, not as formal as a colon, and more natural than parentheses. In appearance, it’s twice as long as a hyphen. To type a dash, hit the space bar and the hyphen key twice and the space bar again.

1. To indicate a sudden break, a pause, or a change in the action or feeling.

  

He reached the bottom of the stairs—and his blood froze. 

2. To emphasize a meaning.

 

"At times, indeed, almost ridiculous—


Almost, at times, the Fool."




~T.S. Eliot
3. To indicate interruption in dialogue. 

 

"Okay, let’s—" Ms. McClure began.


"Is today the deadline for turning in the Rosicrucian permission slips?" Kyle piped up. 

4. When a colon is too formal. 

 

"I stand on top


of our back steps and breathe the rich air—


a mother skunk with her column of kittens swills the garbage


pail."




~Robert Lowell

WARNING: Watch out for overusing the dash and creating too many breaks in the flow of your prose. 

PARENTHESES – used to enclose supplemental material, minor digressions, and afterthoughts — use sparingly.

1. Enclose explanatory material that interrupts the normal sentence structure. If material in parentheses ends a sentence, the period goes after the parentheses.


He gave me a nice bonus ($500).


I tried to call her yesterday (my third attempt in three days) but there was still no answer.
2. Punctuation goes inside the parentheses when intended to mark the material within.



Please read the analysis. (You'll be amazed.)
3. Punctuation goes outside the parentheses when intended to mark the whole sentence.

Have you ever skied at Big Sky? (I haven’t, but I intend to this winter!)



You are late (aren't you?).
4. Commas are more likely to follow parentheses than precede them.


When he got home (it was already dark outside), he fixed dinner.

BRACKETS – used to enclose words or phrases that the writer inserts in an otherwise word-for-word quotation.
1. Allows the writer to insert other material for clarification.

Audubon reports that “if there are not enough young to balance deaths, the end of the species [California condor] is inevitable.”

She wrote, "I would rather die then [sic] be seen wearing the same outfit as my sister."   The [sic] indicates that then was mistakenly used instead of than.

QUOTATION MARKS
1. Enclose direct quotations and some titles such as magazine or newspaper articles, episodes of television or radio programs, songs, poems, and short stories.   




“The Gentlemen”              “The One with the Broomstick”             “This American Life”


We read the poems "Introduction to Poetry" by Billy Collins; "Starlings in Winter" by Mary Oliver; and "The Negro Speaks of Rivers" by Langston Hughes.
2. Periods and commas always go inside quotation marks. Semicolons and colons go outside.

3. Exclamation points and question marks go either inside or outside, according to the demands of the quoted material.

They again demanded “complete autonomy”; the demand was rejected as promised.

“Brian,” called Mom, “I can’t hear you.”

PERIODS
1. Ends a sentence that makes a statement.

2. Follows an individual’s initials.

3. Follows some abbreviations.

4. Does not follow abbreviations that are acronyms.

5. Always placed inside quotation marks.

My mother said, “I know you’ll do well in college.” 
QUESTION MARKS
1. Ends a direct question.

2. Does not end an indirect question.

3. Is placed inside quotation marks when it punctuates the quotation.

He asked, “Can you help?”

4. Is placed outside the quotation marks when it punctuates the whole sentence.

Did she say, “Finish it tomorrow”?
EXCLAMATION POINTS
1. Ends a sentence that expresses strong feelings, but usually should be avoided, especially in formal writing.

2. Is placed inside quotation marks when it punctuates the quotation.

He screamed, “Help!”

3. Is placed outside the quotation marks when it punctuates the whole sentence.

I could not believe the professor actually told us, “Finish it for tomorrow”!

CAPITALS

1. The first words of a sentence


When he tells a joke, he sometimes forgets the punch line.

2. The pronoun "I"


The last time I visited Atlanta was several years ago.

3. Proper nouns (the names of specific people, places, organizations, and sometimes things)
Golden Gate Bridge,  Supreme Court,  Livingston, Atlantic Ocean,  Mothers Against Drunk Driving

4. Family relationships (when used as proper names)


I sent a thank-you note to Aunt Abigail but not to my other aunts.



Here is a present I bought for Mother.



Did you buy a present for your mother?

5. The names of God, specific deities, religious figures, and holy books


God the Father,  the Virgin Mary,  the Bible,  the Greek gods,  Moses,  Shiva,  Buddha,  Zeus

Exception: Do not capitalize the nonspecific use of the word "god."



The word "polytheistic" means the worship of more than one god.

6. Titles preceding names, but not titles that follow names


She worked as the assistant to Mayor Hanolovi.



I was able to interview Miriam Moss, mayor of Littonville.

7. Directions that are names (North, South, East, and West when used as sections of the country, but not as compass directions)


The Patels have moved to the Southwest.



Jim's house is two miles north of Otterbein.

8. The days of the week, the months of the year, and holidays (but not the seasons used generally)


Halloween,  October,  Friday,  winter,  spring,  fall

Exception: Seasons are capitalized when used in a title.



The Fall 1999 semester

9. The names of countries, nationalities, and specific languages


Costa Rica, Spanish, French, English

10. The first word in a sentence that is a direct quote


Emerson once said, "A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds."
(continued next page)
CAPITALS (continued)

11. The major words in the titles of books, articles, and songs (but not short prepositions or the articles "the," "a," or "an," if they are not the first word of the title)


One of Jerry's favorite books is The Catcher in the Rye.

12. Members of national, political, racial, social, civic, and athletic groups


Green Bay Packers,  African-Americans,  Anti-Semitic,  Democrats,  Chinese

13. Periods and events (but not century numbers)


Victorian Era,  Great Depression,  Constitutional Convention,  sixteenth century

14. Trademarks      

Pepsi,  Honda,  IBM,  Microsoft Word

15. Words and abbreviations of specific names (but not names of things that may have come from specific things but are now just general types):    


Freudian    UN     NBC               pasteurize      french fries       italics

PARALLEL STRUCTURE  –  Sentence elements that are alike in function should also be alike in construction. These elements should be in the same grammatical form. Parallelism helps to create economy, rhythm, emphasis, and clarity in your writing.
1.  With elements joined by coordinating conjunctions, especially and, but, and or.



We wondered who he was and what he was doing here.

2. Use parallel structure with elements in lists or in a series.


The frustrated customer wanted to exchange the item, obtain a refund, or talk to a manager.
3. Use parallel structure with elements being compared. (X is more than / better than Y)  When we compare things, we often use words such as more, less, better, and worse,  and we can also connect the items being compared with words like as and than. Comparing items without using parallel structure may cause confusion about what is being compared to what.


How you live your life is just as important as how much money you make.
4. Use parallel structure with elements joined by a linking verb or a verb of being. Joining elements with linking verbs or verbs of being suggests a completing of the first item by the second one.  Often, in fact, an equality between the two is being set up.


To succeed is to open a door to new opportunities.
5. Use parallel structure with elements joined by a correlative conjunction. These are the major correlative conjunctions: 
 either / or         neither / nor            both / and           not only / but also



Mrs. Hutchinson hoped to not only go to France this summer but also to live there one day.


You are either with us or against us.

PREPOSITIONS  –  a word or phrase that shows the relationship between a word in the sentence and the word that is the object of the preposition. Common prepositions:


Prepositions of time -- after, around, at, before, between, during, from, on, until, at, in, from, since, for, 



during, within




     It was after midnight before she got home.

Prepositions of place  -- above, across, against, along, among, around, at, behind, below, beneath, beside, between, beyond, by, down, in, inside, into, near, off, on, opposite, out, over, past, through, to, toward, under, underneath





    The milk near the back of the refrigerator is always freshest.




Prepositions of direction/movement -- at, for, on, to, in, into, onto, between





She had to walk on the sidewalk to avoid the traffic.




Prepositions of manner -- by, on, in, like, with





The wrench is laying by the toolbox.




Other types of prepositions -- with, of, for, by, like, as





The boy with the backpack was sent to the office.

COMPARISONS USING FEWER OR LESS  –  If something is a measurable quantity, use fewer. If the amount cannot be definitively counted, use less.


fewer dollars   but   less wealth             fewer IQ points   but   less intelligence
USING BETWEEN OR AMONG  –  Differences or sharing across two things uses between. If it is three or more it uses among.


between you and I         between the two shirts I prefer the grey one



among the students in the class there was little agreement        



among the four smartphones I chose the Android
UNDERLINING OR ITALICS  –  designate titles of longer or major works with underlining or italics.
1. Books, films, TV shows, magazines, plays.



Of Mice and Men         The Shawshank Redemption        Buffy the Vampire Slayer        Vogue         Hamilton

2. The writer should use italics when typing material. When handwriting you must underline.

SPELLING
1. Use a dictionary and check the spelling of unfamiliar words.

2. Use a spellchecker on any word-processed work. Part of your job is to check for correct spelling.

NUMBERS
1. Numbers under nine and those that can be expressed in one or two words are usually spelled out; three or more words are usually numeric.

five            twenty-seven            394           2001
2. A combination of words and numerals can be used for larger numbers.

26 million
3. Use words, not numbers, to begin a sentence.

One hundred fifty children need immediate dental treatment.
4. Use numerals for money, time, date, pages, address, and statistics.

$102,000         4 out of 5 consumers            average age 37          average weight 180
volume 3         chapter 4         page 42          4:00P.M.
adapted from:  http://www.quixoticpedagogue.org/mechanics/   and  http://msmcclure.com/?page_id=6464 
