
Punctuation for 

 College 

Writing: 
Characters and 

Characteristics 



Our Goals 

 Learn the names and functions of English 

punctuation marks 

 Practice using the marks in college-level 

writing contexts 

 Ask and answer your questions 

 Enjoy ourselves while doing the above 



Punctuation . . .  
 Is based on grammar, not speech. 

 

 Is not interchangeable—each mark 

 has a role to play. 

 

 Is used according to an author’s purposes. 

 

 



Cast of Characters 
The Basics: 

• period 

• apostrophe 

• question mark 

• exclamation point 

Controversial: capitals 

The Intermediates: 

• colon 

• semicolon 

• hyphen 

• parentheses 

The Advanced: 

• quotation marks 

• square brackets 

• dash 

• ellipsis 

Controversial: italics 

Coming Soon: 
 

Punctuation Part Two— 

Commas! 



Period: The Sentence Sheriff 

The sentence sheriff 

says, “Stop. This idea 

about your subject is 

finished. You’d better 

have a new subject 

and action before you 

proceed further.” 



Periods end sentences, including indirect questions: 

I wondered whether I would be late or not. 

It was a question of whether she would be on time. 

Periods are used in abbreviations: 

 For example, Mr. Mrs. Ms. Dr. B.A. 

    i.e. e.g. etc. a.m. p.m. 

Note:  When an abbreviation ends a sentence, use only one period. 

 We returned from our fact-finding mission at 2:35 a.m. 



Question Mark: The Scientist 

A scientist inquires, 
wanting to know 
more. 



A question mark is for direct questions: 

 The interviewer demanded, “Where were you, and what did you know?” 

Indirect questions take a period: 

 I was asked who would be attending with me at the conference. 

 I was wondering who would be joining me today. 

Questions in a series may be written with question 

marks, even when not complete sentences: 

 Where would I go at this time of night? To my friend‟s house? To a hotel? 

 To my mother-in-law? 



Exclamation Point: The Wrestler 

The exclamation point 

is for shouting and 

cries of shock or 

delight.  

Never use more than 

one exclamation 

point! 

“Grrr!” 



The Hyphen: The Linker 

Connects two or 

more words 

functioning 

together as one 

kind of word. 



Hyphens link two or more words functioning together 

as an adjective before a noun: 

 Mrs. Douglas gave Toshiko a seashell and some newspaper-wrapped fish 

 to take home to her mother. 

 Richa Gupta is not yet a well-known candidate. 

 

Hyphenated words may be written in a series: 

 Do you prefer first-, second-, or third-class tickets? 

 
 



Other Uses of the Hyphen 
  
Fractions and compound numbers: one-fifth, two-thirds, twenty-

three, fifty-six, ninety-nine 

 

Prefixes all-, ex-, and self-, and the suffix -elect: 

 I met my ex-patriot friends in the all-encompassing category of the 

 self-help books section. 

 

Always check a dictionary for suspected compound words. 

 



Quotation Marks: The Gossips 

Gossips pass on  

the words or 

information of 

others. 

So I said, “Blahdee blahdee blah.” 

And she said, “No!” 

And I said, “Yes!”  



Enclose direct quotations with quotation marks 

whether spoken or written 

 Jaimie walked into the kitchen. “Hey, can I ask you a question?” 

“Shoot,” I said, drying my hands. 

“What‟s the difference between „pretense‟ and „pretentious‟?” 

“The first is a noun, the second a verb.” 

 

Inside quotes: 

“Jamie said, „I hate when Joey says, “Whoa!”‟” 



Put quotations around the titles of short works:  

• Newspaper and magazine articles 

• Poems 

• Short stories 

• Songs 

• Episodes of television and radio programs 

• Chapters or subdivisions of books 

One of my favorite episodes of Lost was “Dead is Dead,” which answered 

many viewers‟ questions. 

Quotes may be used around words discussed as 

things 

 The words “accept” and “except” are frequently confused. 

  



Other Punctuation with Quotation Marks 

Periods and commas inside end quotes, whether single or 

double quotes 
 “This is a stick-up,” said the well-dressed young couple. “We want all your 

 money.” 

 

Colons and semicolons go outside quotation marks 
 Harold wrote, “I regret that I am unable to attend the fundraiser for AIDS 

 research”; his letter, however, contained a substantial contribution. 

 

 



Put question marks and exclamation points inside 

quotation marks unless they apply to the sentence 

as a whole.  

 Contrary to tradition, bedtime at my house is marked by “Mommy, can I tell 

 you a story now?” 

 Have you heard the old proverb “Do not climb the hill until you reach it”? 

Other Punctuation, continued 



Quote Don’ts 

Don’t use quotes with well-known slang, to distance yourself 

from cliché expressions, or to seem self-consciously ironic 
 The young “hipster” tried to be cute by using “air quotes.”  NO! 

 The young hipster tried to be cute by using air quotes. 

 

Your own essay titles should not have quotes around them. 


