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Punctuation Errors Explained

With this handout, we hope to help you decipher the confusing maze that is English grammar on your own time and in your own way. This information is not always as grammatically accurate as we as specialists in traditional grammar would prefer, but it will get you through. Please visit us in person at the Writing Center if you ever have any questions or concerns or if you would like to talk about the “real” grammar that’s impossible to fit onto a handout like this one. We’ll be waiting for you!

Commas: Not just for pauses anymore
→ between independent clauses: Use a comma before a coordinating conjunction that separates two independent clauses.

Properly used: 
The class turned in their assignments, and they took an exam. 


Incorrectly used: 
The class turned in their assignments, and took an exam. (Comma does not belong before the and because “took an exam” is not an independent clause.)
If the words before and the words after the coordinating conjunction do not both form complete sentences on their own, do not use a comma.

Terms Box!

coordinating conjunction 
 There are seven of these: for, and, nor, but, or, yet, and so. Use the acronym FANBOYS to remember them.
independent clause  
More or less, a complete sentence that can stand alone. In the examples above, “The class turned in their assignments” and “they took an exam” are both independent clauses, but “took an exam” by itself (as in the incorrect example) is not an independent clause. 
phrase
A word or group of words that acts together as one element. “The class” is a noun phrase because it acts like a noun. 
If you are writing a sentence that has two independent clauses in it (joining two independent sentences into one sentence), you have to use a coordinating conjunction with your comma to separate them. If you don’t, you’re writing a comma splice. That’s bad. See below for examples. You could also use a semi-colon instead of a comma and coordinating conjunction. See a couple of sections later for help with that. 
Properly used: 
The professor asked her class a question, so she expected an answer.
Incorrectly used:
The professor asked her class a question, she expected an answer. (Both, “The professor…question” and “she…answer” are complete (independent) sentences, so we make a comma splice if we join them with only a comma. We need that coordinating conjunction to make things right.)
→ to separate items in a list of three or more: Use a comma only if your list has three or more elements.

Properly used: 
Please bring chips, salsa, and dip. (Some disciplines omit the final comma. Check to see what yours requires.)
Incorrectly used:
Please bring chips, and salsa to the party.

Properly used: 
I have decided to learn French and German and to visit Europe next year. (We’re separating a two items (“to learn…” and “to visit”) one of which has two items in it (“French” and “German”), not three.)
Incorrectly used:
I have decided to learn French, German, and to visit Europe next year.  (See above.) 
→ after introductory element: Use a comma after an introductory phrase or clause that explains when, where, or under what conditions something is happening to set it off from the rest of the sentence.

Properly used: 
After class, we can have lunch.
Incorrectly used:
After class we can have lunch. (“After class” explains when we can have lunch, so it should be set off from the rest of the sentence with a comma.)
Properly used: 
Because the student raised his hand, the professor called on him.
Incorrectly used:
Because the student raised his hand the professor called on him. (Since “Because…hand” explains why the professor called on the student, it should be set off from the rest of the sentence with a comma. The sentence just before this one is just the same way – “Since…student” is also set off with a comma!)
If you move the element (“after class,” “because the student raised his hand,” “Since…student”) to the end of the sentence, you should not use a comma to separate it from the rest of the sentence. Examples below.

Properly used: 
We can have lunch after class.
Incorrectly used:
We can have lunch, after class.

Properly used: 
The professor called on the student because he raised his hand.
Incorrectly used:
The professor called on the student, because he raised his hand.

→ around non-restrictive (or non-essential) elements:  Use a comma around an element that is not restricting who or what it refers to/is describing.

Properly used: 
My oldest sister, who is a nurse, lives in Tampa. (You can have only one “oldest” sister, so you don’t need to restrict the subject (sister) from many to just the one who is a nurse.)
Incorrectly used:
My oldest sister who is a nurse lives in Tampa. (Since there can be only one “oldest” sister and since leaving the commas out around “who is a nurse” makes it restrictive, you’re saying something weird by implying that you have more than one oldest sister and that only the one who is a nurse lives in Tampa.)
Properly used: 
My oldest sister, Jasmin, lives in Tampa. (You can have only one “oldest” sister (the rest wouldn’t be the oldest, right?), so you don’t need to restrict the subject from many to just the one who is named Jasmin.)
Incorrectly used:
My oldest sister Jasmin lives in Tampa. (Since there can be only one “oldest” sister and since leaving the commas out around “Jasmin” makes it restrictive, you’re saying something weird by implying that you have more than one oldest sister and that only the one who named Jasmin lives in Tampa.)
If you do need to restrict, do not use commas around the phrase or clause that is doing the describing. See the box below for an explanation.
Terms Box!

Restrictive
When you want to say something about a sub-set of a general group rather than 
(a.k.a. No commas!)
about the whole general group, you should restrict the group. For example, if you
(a.k.a. essential!)
could make an assertion only about people with mustaches (not about all people, including those without mustaches), you should use a restrictive element.  



Ex: People with mustaches look like Tom Selleck. (If you took “with mustaches” out, you’d be saying “People look like Tom Selleck.” That might be a lie, right? The LACK OF COMMAS tells us that the writer meant to restrict the “look like Tom Selleck” from all people to just those people with mustaches. Make sense?)

Non-Restrictive  
When you want to say something about a whole group and want to provide extra 
(a.k.a. commas!)
information about them, use a non-restrictive element by putting commas around 
(a.k.a. non-essential!)
the descriptive bits. For example, if you want to say something about all English majors and provide an extra bit of information about them that your audience probably already knows, you should use a non-restrictive element.


Ex: English majors, who have class in Reavis Hall, are required to show proficiency in grammar. (If you took “who have class in Reavis Hall” out, you’d still be saying something true – that English majors have to show proficiency in grammar before they are allowed to graduate. Thus, the “who have class in Reavis Hall,” does not restrict the meaning of the sentence to a sub-set of English majors. It’s not, therefore, as if the University has different standards for the English majors who don’t have class in Reavis Hall. Make sense again?)
Colons: after complete sentences, please!
Never use a colon (except in a subtitle) unless the words before it form a complete sentence on their own.

→ to introduce a list: Use a colon after a complete sentence to introduce a list.

Properly used: 
The application includes the following pieces: personal information, job history, and references.
Incorrectly used:
The application includes: personal information, job history, and references. (“The application includes” is not a complete sentence.)
Properly used: 
The application includes personal information, job history, and references. (No colon; no problem!)
→ to set up an explanation: Use a colon after a complete sentence to show readers that the next sentence explains what you’ve just said.

Properly used: 
The student was concerned about her grade: She asked for extra credit.
→ to separate a title and subtitle: Use a colon to introduce a subtitle.
Properly used: 
The paper was called “APA format: Our best friend.”
Incorrectly used:
The paper was called “APA format, Our best friend.”

Semi-Colons: not quite a colon; not quite a comma

→ to separate two related independent clauses: Use a semi-colon between two very related independent sentences.
Properly used: 
Lynda asked for the scissors; Gail handed them to her.
Incorrectly used:
Lynda asked for the scissors, Gail handed them to her. (Separating two complete (independent) sentences with only a comma creates a comma splice. That’s bad. See Commas for more help.)
→ to separate items in an internally punctuated list: Use a semi-colon as you would a comma if using a comma would make the list hard to understand (probably because the list is punctuated itself).
Properly used: 
The students in class are from Denver, Colorado; St. Louis, Missouri; Sydney, Australia; and Dayton, Ohio.
Incorrectly used:
The students in class are from Denver, Colorado, St. Louis, Missouri, Sydney, Australia, and Dayton, Ohio. (Without the semi-colons to separate the list items, the list is confusing to read.)
apostrophes: s’ or ‘s ?

→ for singular possessives and irregular plurals: Use an apostrophe before -s, or ’s.

Properly used: 
The boy’s pencil fell under the desk. (We have one boy, so we need the singular ’s possessive.)
Incorrectly used:
The boys pencil fell under the desk. (The boy owns the pencil, so we need the possessive (’s).)
Properly used: 
The children’s teacher called their parents. (“Children” is an irregular noun, so we need the ’s.)
Incorrectly used:
The childrens’ teacher called their parents. (See above.)
Use ’s even is the singular noun already ends in -s. A word like bass, which could be either singular or plural, is bass’s when singular and bass’ when plural. See below for an example.

Properly used: 
The hook got caught in the bass’s mouth. (One hook. One fish.)
Incorrectly used:
The hook got caught in the bass’ mouth. (Still just one hook. Still just one fish. We need the singular possessive –  ’s.)
Properly used: 
The hooks got caught in the bass’ mouth. (More than one fish got caught on more than one hook. See below for plural possessives.)
→ for regular plural possessives: Use an apostrophe after -s, or s’.
Properly used: 
The houses’ roofs were blown away in the storm. (More than one house was damaged, so we need s’ to show that more than one house’s roof was blown away.)
Incorrectly used:
The house’s roofs were blown away in the storm. (This sentence would tell us that only one house with many roofs was damaged in the storm. If that’s what you mean, great, but be sure you know what you mean to write.)
If you use a plural possessive, make sure that the thing being possessed is plural too. In the example above, not all houses share one big roof, right? An example follows.
Properly used: 
The hooks got caught in the bass’ mouth. (More than one fish – plural possessive!)
Incorrectly used:
The hook got caught in the bass’ mouth. (How can one hook get caught in more than one fish’s mouth?!? We need a plural “hooks” so that the fish can share.)
Don’t use an apostrophe in a sentence like this: I am a friend of Bob( ’s). The “of Bob” does the possessive part already, so it is redundant to write the ’s . See the examples below. 
Properly used: 
Elliot is a friend of Jeremy. 
Incorrectly used:
Elliot is a friend of Jeremy’s. 
Properly used: 
Elliot is Jeremy’s friend. 

Hyphens: super-cool, sometimes-helpful, often-confusing punctuation

→ to write fractions used as adjectives: When a spelled-out fraction comes just before a noun, use a hyphen between the numbers.
Properly used: 
The recipe calls for three-fourths teaspoons of salt.
Incorrectly used:
The recipe calls for three fourths teaspoons of salt. (Since “three fourths” appears immediately before the noun teaspoons, we should hyphenate it.)
Do not hyphenate fractions that are used as nouns/pronouns, as in the example below.

Properly used: 
The recipe calls for three fourths of a teaspoon of salt. 
Incorrectly used:
The recipe calls for three-fourths of a teaspoon of salt. (Since “three-fourths” appears immediately before the prepositional phrase of a teaspoon, we should NOT hyphenate it.) 
Terms Box!

Noun
More or less, a person, place, thing, idea, or concept. A noun, noun phrase, or noun (a.k.a. nominal) clause can be replaced with a pronoun (like it or this).
Adjective 
A word or phrase that describes a noun. 
Preposition
A word like in, above, to, or before that describes the relationship between two nouns in time and/or space. They always appear with noun phrases.
Prepositional phrase  
A preposition + a noun or noun phrase. In a box, above a tree, to a picnic, before practice are all prepositional phrases. They are not considered nouns even though they have nouns in them. They always describe other elements of a sentence.
Adverb 
A word or phrase that describes a verb, adjective, another adverb, or a whole sentence. 
→ to link two cooperating adjectives: Use a hyphen to join two adjectives that are working together to collectively describe one noun or noun phrase. If you could write and between the adjectives and mean the same thing, do not use a hyphen.
Properly used: 
He burnt his hand on a red-hot piece of metal. 
Incorrectly used:
He burnt his hand on a red hot piece of metal.  (We don’t mean that the metal was both red and hot or that a red piece of metal was hot. The “red” tells us how hot the metal was, so a hyphen should connect the adjectives as one.)
Do not hyphenate adverbs to adjectives that they are describing. An example is below.

Properly used: 
He burnt his hand on an extremely hot piece of metal. 
Incorrectly used:
He burnt his hand on an extremely-hot piece of metal.  (“Extremely” describes “hot,” so  we should omit the hyphen.)
Do not hyphenate two adjectives working separately to describe a noun or noun phrase. See below.

Properly used: 
The students brought their teacher a big, yellow cake. 
Incorrectly used:
The students brought their teacher a big-yellow cake.  (The cake was not so yellow that it was big (as in the above examples in which the metal was so hot it was red); the adjectives work separately to describe two qualities of the cake.)
If you ever have any questions about how to use grammar or about any other aspect of writing, please call or visit the University Writing Center for advice.
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