
Using Punctuation to Control the Rhythm of Your Prose: 
We all know the comma is our friend, but what about… 

 

Semicolons and How to Love them 
 

A semicolon (;) links independent clauses or other sentence elements that are of equal weight and grammatical 

rank. The semicolon indicates a greater pause between clauses than a comma would, but not so great a pause as a 

period would. When using a semicolon, you generally want to make sure that the relationship between the two 

statements is so clear that a reader will understand why they are linked without further explanation. You may 

choose to link clauses with a semicolon when they balance or contrast with each other. 

My last novel was about pigs with toupees in space; my new novel is about pigs with toupees in hell.  

 

Use a semicolon before a conjunctive adverb (such as therefore, moreover, consequently, however, furthermore, 

indeed, in fact, etc) that connects independent clauses.   

I won’t finish today; however, I may finish tomorrow. 

 

Comma splice: a sentence in which two or more independent clauses are joined without proper punctuation.  An 

independent clause is a clause with a subject or verb; thus, it is a clause that could stand alone as its own sentence.  

Comma splice leads to run-on sentences, as in: “The first attachment is a reminder of your responsibilities as 

committee chair, the second is a letter from me describing a change in Board meeting protocol.”  You can do four 

main things to fix comma splice: 

1. Keep the independent clauses as individual sentences separated by a period.  Be aware, however, 

that doing so may create two weak sentences. 

The first attachment details your role as committee chair.  The second attachment, which I have 

sent to all committee members, describes a change in meeting protocol. 

2. Join two closely related independent clauses with a semicolon (;).  

The first attachment outlines your role as committee chair; the second describes a change in 

meeting protocol. 

3. Join two very closely related independent clauses with a coordinating conjunction (and, or, but, nor, 

yet, so). 

The first attachment is a reminder of your role, and the second describes a change in meeting 

protocol. 

4. Subordinate one clause to the other.  

While the first attachment is specific to your role, the second involves everyone on the 

committee. 

 

Misused semicolon: a semicolon used to separate two clauses which are not both independent.  On occasion, you 

can use semicolons to separate parts of speech other than independent clauses.  Use them, for instance, to separate 

objects in a list already separated by commas so you don’t want to use more commas, which can create a profoundly 

confusing sentence.  Law firms come to mind, as in: “I interviewed three law firms: Young, Chew, and Davis; 

Edwards, Smith, and Stern; and Macmillan, Lee, and Brown.” 

 

Finding a Place in your Heart for the Colon 
 

The colon (:) is a mark of anticipation and introduction that alerts the reader to a close connection between the first 

statement and the one following the colon. A colon may be used to connect a clause, word, or phrase to the list or 

series that follows it. 

I have several reservations about going out with you: your (lack of a) job, your mother, and your hair. 

 

Don’t use a colon between a verb and its object(s). 

 Wrong: My reservations about going out with you include: your joblessness, mother, and hair. 

 Right: My reservations about going out with you include your joblessness, mother, and hair.  

 

Similarly, don’t use a colon between a preposition and its object(s). 

 Wrong: I would like to be transferred to: Boston, Miami, or New York. 
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In some case, you might choose to use a colon instead of a semi-colon to link two independent clauses. A colon is a 

good choice when you want to show certain relationships between two clauses. Perhaps you use a colon to link two 

clauses when the second one develops, explains, amplifies, or illustrates the first. Here are some examples from my 

writing where I chose a full colon over semi: 

Since early childhood, writing has been my favorite school activity: I found it both intellectually and 

personally satisfying—the most natural and pleasurable “work” I could do. 

 

I stopped asking questions about my students’ negative feelings about the writing process and focused on 

changing their minds: in a sense, I wrote off my wonder. 

 

In other words, education in writing meets the same fate as all education in the education-as-economic-

exchange paradigm: it enforces clear but rigid standards, covers its bases, focuses on designing reliable 

assessments and then directs most of its positive energy toward the students who perform well on those 

assessments, and becomes inflexible to the point of subverting any efforts at meaningful change. 

 

Who Can Resist a Little M-Dash? 
 

The m-dash (—), not to be confused with the simple hyphen (-), is a versatile yet limited mark of punctuation. It is 

versatile because it can perform all the functions of punctuations: to link, separate, enclose, and show omission. It is 

limited because it is an especially forceful mark that tends to be easily overused. So use the m-dash judiciously to 

indicate more informality, emphasis, or abruptness than other punctuation marks might suggest.  Please note the 

correct way the m-dash should look, as modeled by the following sentences.  Don’t put spaces before or after the m-

dash, and don’t try to substitute a hyphen for an m-dash. 

 

The m-dash can indicate a sharp turn in thought. 

This reality not only informs what gets cut and what gets prioritized in national and local funding 

decisions; it also reflects a larger shift in cultural attitudes toward higher education—a shift that in turn 

impacts student motivations and expectations. 

 

The m-dash can indicate an emphatic pause. 

Education is nothing if not a human—and deeply emotional—exchange. 

 

The m-dash can be used before a final summarizing statement or before repetition that has the effect of an 

afterthought or an emphatic restatement. 

 Testing companies put pressure on higher education—a lot of pressure. 

 

M-dashes set off definitions with a great deal of emphasis, and therefore might be a good way to pause on, define, 

and underscore a key term. 

Thus, we make little room for intangibles like creativity—an “experience” that doesn’t fit neatly into the 

confines of a semester.   

 

M-dashes set off parenthetical elements more sharply and emphatically than do commas.  Unlike m-dashes, 

parentheses tend to reduce the importance of what they enclose.  Contrast the following sentences: 

Only one person—the teacher—can change the class dynamic. 

Only one person, the teacher, can change the class dynamic. 

Only one person (the teacher) can change the class dynamic. 

 

Use m-dashes for clarity in long sentences and/or to avoid having too many commas. 

People—with histories, jobs, families, experiences, backgrounds, languages, web presences, friends, 

attitudes, traumas, rebellions, talents, failures—sit in the seats of my classroom, take my assignments home, 

invest (or choose not to invest) hours of their lives on the work I assign, and read (or choose not to read) 

the comments I write on their papers and exams. 

 


