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| don't judge people based on
race, creed, colour or gender. g€

| judge people based on
spelling, grammar,

sentence !!ructure

som@cards
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It's okay to admit that punctuation use is a b|@overvvhelmmg There's
a lot of pressure knowing that our ertm@and by extension, our intel-
Iigencgjwill be judged by our execution of said punctuation, as the
meme above so nicely informs us. Even worse, between text messag-
ing, status updates, emails, assignments, and so on, our writing and its
punctuation (or lack thereof) is constantly out there for others to see.
Insert big gulp) DIl the author O\&uo\l\% meon o w1l e thieo

We might feel like Yoda is talking about us here:
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The good news is that we live in the age of social media and its om-
nipresent, semi-helpful, ever-snarky memes. If we decipher them one
by one, we might learn to understand theiromments and avoid
the traps they imply.

LESSON #1: PUNCTUATION IS POWERFUL

Please note that punctuation isn't as black and white as it is portrayed
in some memes. Often tﬁéfe’s a lovely spectrum of available choices,
ar@s with other writing choic hat punctuation you decide to
use affects how your words comeacross.

Think about the outrageous line shown in
the adjacent memeé: JA woman without
her man is nothing.” Punctuated one way,
it belittles women;jthe other way, it belit- st Of)

tles men. Left without punctuation, it con? O\“OJ‘Q' o
so I q¢
Py 19 %A
fo Wirgo

4R wo her, man is nothing.”

ctuation is powerful.

fuses readers of any gender.

(Let me quickly say that | encourage nei-
ther gender-damning positig y the
analysis of opposing effects.)

C?Grumiy&fds

This first lesson is fundamental because when we recognize that punc-
tuation is powerful we can anticipate how our markings lead to three

possible outcom mphasis, de-emphasis, or confusion.

\N\J\AG s the  colon Jsedk hQWQD
Many of us are already familiar with these effects in verbal conversa-
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tions. People naturally give each other vocal or body-language signals
to empHasae or ae—empﬂasze what tHey’re saying. They might raise

their voice or pause dramatically|or make big gestures to convey im-

portance, and they might shrug or snort or roll their eyes to imply
-_&

something else is unimportant. If their signals are unclear, someone
will express confusio@‘Wait, what?" Then they'll try again, slowing
down and using a stronger tone so the emphasis isn't lost this time.

Punctuation allows us to give those-in writing.

A Matrix Morpheus meme reads: "What if | told you
punctuation is your friend?"

Exclamation points and question marks are obvious examples, but
many other written conventions armoverlookamely periods,
paragraph breaks, semicolons, colons, parentheses, em dashes, and
commas. Two of the best ways to stop overlooking them? Notice them
. . -Sﬁ\

and use them. Observe the punctuation in your textbook or your fa-

. E . . . . . . . .
vorite novel (or this article, hint hint). Experiment with punctuation in

your school papers and social-media posts and text messages.
1V beon H%(ﬂ - n o om other w7 n% Cl(Iss%.

Mastering punctuation’s power expands our repertoire for conveyi
meaning. The broader our repertoire, the more skillfully we can emplo

the most effective tools for each context. —e

SF USd 1(‘@3 O’Y
soluon S,
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A Matrix Morpheus meme reads: "What if I told you punctuation is your friend?"
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. (And the less the memes will

k) OGW\‘QlaM m?’H.) %’Ydmb[:ma ‘

LESSON #2: PERIODS AND PARAGRAPH
BREAKS ARE PREFERRED

Isn't it funny how the most
cause they're so ordinary?

get the least recognition be-

magine if all our

sentences ended with exclamation points! Or with quéestion marks? No

periods ever? And imagine if all the sentences were shoved together
with no paragraph breaks! It would be chaos! Or at the very least, any
emphasis would get lost pretty fast! So should we use exclamation

\

points and question marks sparingly? For sure!
d'.d - yeoh.

MY FAVORITE PUNCTUATION

It's crucial to stress that most of the time the
period is where it's at. A period emphasizes

in a different (less shouty) way than an excla-
mation point. It's essentially saying “t
to each concept you describe.

This also means that the

mes first (“Such an impor-
tant-looking capital letter!”) and what comes

SIT MARKS THEEND
OF MY SENTENCE.
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last (“Why did we stop here?”). Structure your sentences accordingly.

Paragraph breaks function the same way but wit tead of a
mark. The extra space makes it so readers notice ph's be-

ginning and ending the most.@ shorter the paragraph, the
more it will stand out. o

L Tvoneth X

When your sentences or paragraphs go on for too long without any no-
ticeable break in sight, readers start to wonder what point you're mak-
ing and why it's taking so long to make it and how much longer before
we can simply move on to the next idea already, since this one has
been beaten to death without getting anywhere, indi

. You run the risk of confusing the reader, and
your emphasis is totally lost in the maze of way-too-many-words-and-
too-few-stops you just spewed out in one big unorganized blob of utter

madness.

N/

e Tvew g T Jmeo\ Yo fows,
{QQ“ ¥ sk %%d ouQ\d Jj@ﬂ%{e& w\,mr \L wds SOy g ot oend.
It's better to end your sentences and paragraphs more often to empha-

That said, expectations for sentence length and paragraph size will vary
by ore research-based, academic-level writing will typically

ha er sentences and paragraphs, while writing that's meant to
be digested quickly, like news reports, will stick to short segments. But
unless you want to confuse your reader on purpose, avoid labyrinthine

“Jsentences and paragraphs in any genre. Get to the point.
ks Om gilom |

LESSON #3: SEMICOLONS AND COLONS
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LIKE TO LINK

Now that we've covered the basics (the stops), it's time to move into
less familiar territo@he middle marks. Punctuation that belongs mid-
sentence can make a lot of people start to sweat. But take a deep

breath. We have memes here to help, Iike_assurance:

COLONS AND COLONS
‘ : 2@; g Wr.

/>‘k)’0m5014100’n~
How so? Becausg semicolons and colons can m
You get to where the sentence could end, butthen you decide 1o at-
tach more. |It's a big deal because you get this awesome choice of

hooking up your sentence wit.
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A SEMICOLON IS JUST
A GLORIFIED PERIOD.

B
» “ =
I am tired. I want to sleep.
@2
=

I am tired; I want to sleep.

. That's it.

F‘f"v\aﬂ -

The important consideration is why you would want to do that. Semi-

but it makes the reader consider ;Qe reason for the link. Often there’s a
compare/contrast|situation, as in this case:

&} Awo 7710{@‘9@?"6%4 Clauses.

What's cool, too, is that semicolons could fix
big problems. Onja grammatical level, they
(two statements hitched together with just
a comma). Replace the comma with a semicolon and voila!

On a more serious level, one group
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call an

promoting them in
surprising purpos@uicide preven-
tion. The organization says, “

for a

. The author

is you, and the sentence is your life.

Advocates draw or tattoo semi-
colons on their bodies ag’a tangible

reminder to keep gom@ don'tend

here@theres still more life to I|v@ continue o Itg ) vo(h"ﬁ Met—

Mgfagﬂ ‘

And now that Mmake sense, it'll be easier to understand
|. Again, both of them replace a period, but here's the

n

See? Told you punctuation is powerful.

thing:

Semicolons are subtlolons are blunt.



Mobile User

Mobile User


| USED A GOLON IN MY
WRITING:

Colons are like a they loudly announce (with a big, dramatic

pause) that you're about to provide an explanation hinted at in the pre-
ceding statement. You could think of it like thi@ Is this quoﬂr@

L ovgo
A2

Statement filled with anticipatio_

L Nt o erfen o |

Unlike with semicolons,

. There are lots of choices after a colo@

. In each case, you make a statement sug-

gesting more info to follow, place a colon where you could end with a
period, and then

like this. It's the same way a digital clock uses a colon to detail the min=
utes after stating the hour. Trust me%colons come in handy.

o Ol FW*T’OH Oyg to f“/@\/?d@ an @xf(on(}w%w
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One last option iS|PUEEING @NOUNIRIPIEEE of the anticipatory state-

ment. You're saying, “I'm about to explain this word.” _s

—l.

LESSON #4: PARENTHESES AND EM
DASHES LOVE TO INTERRUPT

If punctuation marks had personalities

Parentheses whisper

tidbits in your ea %— heir trivia to the whole room. N

I don't always use We all know the household rule that any+;:°‘4’(71

!
narentheses.. mun% 4150
i ess you're going for Most Interesting Man ¥/

in the World, like the neighboring meme). thay h.)
at a logical

We also know to use the

point in the sentence or paragraph (when

our tangent will make sense).

It's also good to understand that

around unimportant parts of the sentence \
that could be completely removed with- v
N,
L}

thing that is crucial to the sentence should stay outside the parenthe- ’%fmm
Y,

QBut when Ido, | never
remember to close them. |

out changing the overall meaning. Any-

07).
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Parenthesem em dashes,are more foreign, but it helps to
know that parentheses and em dashes are Either set
can surround info that is 100% removable. e-empha-
' ' phasi errupt an other-

tice the mysterious disappearance of the comma in the example below
when parentheses are changed to em dashes.

If this works (and it will), I'll be ecstatic.

VS.

punctuation can chang

Also, em dashes don't get along with periods at all.
But instead of eating the period, the em dash wiill
completely bail when they're about to meet up. This means we only

EM DASH, PLEASE!
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I'm going to attempt an interruption((right here).

VS.

I'm going to attempt an interruptio@ght here.
Shoub-

Ironically, em dasheg—xdespite all their attention@grabbing qualitie@
got overlooked by every keyboard maker eve?u ntil the invention of
ol

th-On a touchscreen, you can hold down a letter/num-

ber/mark to see related choices, and that's where you'll find our friend
the you're on a touchscreen right now, give it a try by hold-
ing down the hyphen key on the touchscreen keyboard. See that
lengthy optio@e really lengthy one? That's your em dash.

__Qtherwise, you'll have to rely on auto-formatting or inserting symbols
or using a

{

Moo, whare W0 fou copy bl

If absolutely necessary, you can place two or three hyphens in a row

e ofal that s holy, SN
. Or the memes will bite your fingers off.

[See “5 Ways to Create an Em Dash” © on Tech Tools for
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@ put a space around
them, or not to put a space around them.

NOT SUREIFISHOULD
ADD)SPAGES

memegenerator.net

In Microsoft Word, ith no spaces will automatically for-

One reason for adding spac rmatted like this on both sides
of each em dash —is th , which can be good

\— %Qppemg " am?fe, docg 400,
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— > t{g) 40 'H'\Q grg(o Hren .

Other than that, it’sf\
\
personal preference. t (because technically those spa- /\ﬂ;\/
Hion.

ces above are incorrect for this article on the basis that all em dashes in
a particular piece should look the same).

Admittedly,
here and give

your smartphon

I —

s L aSume, T definiL; g
‘&\\{GY\ ) ot}

LESSON #5: COMMAS SAVE LIVES

It's time to address the most infamous punctuation meme of all:
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White text on a

Then it points to the comma
saying {Gamias save vesi

{ Wo d '
q every sentences T

S‘Q,«a/.

UUOtU o

in more than one sense. Not only do
ited to dinner, they F
J of th to give the other guys a break.

They're the [ultimate substitutes| ready to jump in at a moment'’s notice.

Bud They also do their job humbly, he punctuation’s role
latel,, in the sentence. We use them ant to call attention to

the structure.
/\\'\Ol’*'s e V\eﬁdQCﬂ .

all e

Commas ar
they

SQ’W\Q‘L'V\,-\ o 1’303{3

commps 1The hardest part is identifying which comma is domg what) They're like
de |ittle elves, small and identical and busy-at-work-everywhere. At first, it's
_—_

doin tough to tell a clause elf from a parenthetical elf from a series elf from\
guotation elf, so they are highlighted below to help you spot them. »
ty

37
5%%
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White text on a blue background reads, "Let's eat Grandma. Let's eat, Grandma." Then it points to the comma saying, "Commas save lives!"
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A sketch of a student at a desk

The Clause Comma

D e S ——-_—_

A clause comma substitutes for a period or semicolon, yet it needs a

ANBOYS Is an acro-

are for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so. Comma + connector vvork as a team,
so they're strong enough to hold two statements together.

IR U ) exQ mEf‘&g 00 ones ks %M?ﬂw@
| %e(\ow )

The Parenthetical Commma

A parenthetical comma parentheses (

— brem dashes| Use it when you don't want to W er or shout hout ut

instead talk in, like, a normal voice. These commas often come in
pairs, like twins, the way parentheses do. You could think of as ¢
handles on a tray to lift the removable interruption right

4
ﬁ ometimes the removable part will come at the beginni q%c(
$ er cas “however” does here, and then you only need one comma’s, » ‘b{
— Yo s
T 1hoy) 2, %. Vs
/\I‘ q/ /Ge,_\
3
7%? ’04 W
&£ 0
40 27’6
7
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A sketch of a student at a desk telling a teacher, "I have trouble with punctuation. I just don't have any comma sense."
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The Quotations Comma

A quotation comma can take the place of h a

colon. Think how stuffy we'd sound if we introduced every quote
Wa full statement and a colon like a butler with a calling card.
Thanks to the quotations comma, we can move in and out of quota-
tions moror example: “I| have trouble,” the meme above

says, “with punctuation.” The comma pairs with any version of says

(asked/joked, etc.) to clarify who is doing the talking. K
W A
&< A e
0% % u%
. 2 Co )
The Series Comma S e 2R
&0 Q%? G 9
e o =

A series comma replaces or precedes the word and in a list in order
to separate the items. It's a very organized sort of comma and likes
to keep everybody straight. Sounds like a boring job, but it creates

more options than you'd think. Notice the meme be i

OW, WTHC
demonstrates the potential confusion resulting from

Comic-book illustrations of Wonder Woman
and Superman are almost holding hands
surrounding text that reads, "My heroes are
my parents, Superman-and Wonder Woman."
Below that: "Use the extra comma. Keep it
real.”

L 50“% MCE\QXSJW\V\(& s one

E e Commy SuPPeed o Lo
af o Sufe QY mMomo

7
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Comic-book illustrations of Wonder Woman and Superman are almost holding hands surrounding text that reads, "My heroes are my parents, Superman and Wonder Woman." Below that: "Use the extra comma. Keep it real."
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The “extra” comma it needs is called an|Oxford comma, which
would clarify it's a list, not a parenthetical description of your par-
ents. But before you condemn those who dismiss the Oxford com-
ma (like Vampire Weekend's expletive-emphasized song line, “Who
gives a [bleep] about an Oxford comma?”), let's look at how our se-
ries-comma choices create various effects.

o You could use a series comma + and to emphasize each item:

... take out the trash, and wash all the dishes, and finish the
— —_ N— —

laundry, and mow the lawn, and clean your room.
I — \_,’————'-x/_—__—/-’

\_/_\/x/ N
L Qony \enow Why this sonbence 1@st NUR(I
U J

d omit all series commmas to convey feeling
rushed/overwhelmed:

o You cou

... four essays and two tests and five classes and three labs and

twenty hours of work this week! | /() Co

Sawr b Hain) ar g |

\DOan Rt oo &\ loe \F OS\YW %\N%
Sru“r\s‘l o (‘\/' senleonce P 21002 5

o You could glternate between a series comma vs. and to sort

out groups: @

.. Kermit and Miss Piggy, Obama and Michelle and their girls,
“ — \—/\,//’—\f—/”
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0

Oprah and Dr. Phil, George and Mary Bailey.
;,_,———\r__’_,_/ \/’_,——————/

o You could upush the emphasis after

the list:

.. pearls, gourmet dinners, fancy parties, beautiful rovaI
pointless since she hates anything froufrou.

S\Aow% oN V%?]‘ﬁ avp o ™ en o ov

Now  woxol uﬂu@%&\

Again, isn't it amazing how much power a little mark can have?

One final series to be aware of is the complex series. It happens when
yo about the items in the list, such as what state each city
is in, and the extra commas require semicolons to beef up the separa-
tion between the main items, as this meme shows:

Thett BVN\D\ b \

qample ot — I .
School-lined paper tells us, "A semicolon
can also be a super comma," and shows, "I
want to go to Waco, Texas; Chico, b ol
Californi%?}and Denver, Colorado." an el

Got it?

If not, don't be dismayed. It can take a while to tell these little guys
apart. You'll find a printable comma chart below for reference, and it'll
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School-lined paper tells us, "A semicolon can also be a super comma," and shows, "I want to go to Waco, Texas; Chico, California; and Denver, Colorado."
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be worth the effort to understand them. Once you know your commas,

you won't have to guess anymore. You can decide where you

them, want them, or can get away without them.

T wi ¢l ko velch fhts  Levo).

CONCLUSION

Now, after the several lessons the memes have taught today, the big-
gest choice that remains is how you will use this knowledge for good
and not for evil. Do not troll social media for poor punctuation and lam-

bast the unwittmmstead, use your powers

to create effective messages, effective memes, and effective emphasis.
The end.
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Resources for Further Study

Three great places for further reading on fascinating punctuation pow-
er.

J “When Your Punctuation Says It All (!)” by Jessica Bennett, New
York Times Feb. 27, 2015
o The Best Punctuation Book, Period. by June Casagrande, 2014

) RealGrammar.com

kv This  one s Mfui tave n'+ 4

the foooh o Ahe 0’5’+P C“Q “0 V\]((d .
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Comma Chart

Click on either the PDF link or the JPG image below to open and
save/print the comma chart for future reference.

e Comma Chart PDE

Yo Jroodt w0

2t g oW ){ @Q- LH '
\g@@ Q%\ A ”’
o U( oW W%
%\Q\{\ . \{\Q/\{Q ~
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NOTE: Comma placement can vary somewhat.by.author.
preference. In the case of optional exceptions, play with in-
serting and removing the commas, reading your sentence
with and without them, and then trust your gut.
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