
The Dash—The Drama Queen 

The dash is all 

about dramatic 

breaks and shifts 

in thought.  

It takes skill and 

practice to use it 

effectively. 



The Dash 

Use a dash to set off parenthetical material that deserves emphasis 

 Everything that went wrong—from the peeping Tom at her window last night to 

 my head-on collision today—we blamed on our move. 

 

Set off interruptions that contain commas to be clearer for readers. 

 In my hometown the basic needs of people—food, clothing, and shelter—are less 

 costly than in a big city like Los Angeles. 

 

Other uses: a list, a rewording, or a dramatic shift in tone or thought 

 Along the wall are the bulk liquids—sesame seed oil, honey, safflower oil, [and] 

  maple syrup . . . * 

 Consider the amount of sugar in the average person’s diet—104 pounds per year, 

  90 percent more than that consumed by our ancestors. *  

 Kiere took a few steps back, came running full speed, kicked a mighty kick—and 

  missed the ball. 

*Could have used colons for more formality 



Use a dash to set off an abrupt break or interruption and to 

announce a long appositive or summary (Strunk and White, 9). 

A dash is a mark of separation stronger than a comma, less 

formal than a colon, and more relaxed than parentheses. 

 His first thought on getting out of bed—if he had any thought at all—was 

 to get back in again. 

 The rear axle began to make a noise—a grinding, chattering, teeth-gritting 

 rasp. 

 

Use a dash only when a more common mark of punctuation 

seems inadequate. 



The Ellipsis: The Fade-out 

Nothing says 
you’ve left 
something unsaid 
like an ellipsis—
unless you’ve just 
lost your train of 
thought. . . .  



The Ellipsis (plural: ellipses) 

The ellipsis is a set of three spaced 

periods used to show an omission from a 

direct quotation. The sentence remaining 

must still be grammatical and have 

enough information to make sense. 

 Reuben reports that “when the amount of cholesterol circulating in the 

 blood rises over . . . 300 milligrams per 100, the chances of a heart 

 attack increase dramatically” (320). 



The Ellipsis, continued 

If a whole sentence is left out (or more), 

put a period BEFORE the ellipsis. 

No need to start a quote with an ellipsis, 

but if the end of a final quoted sentence is 

left out, finish with an ellipsis. 

 Charles Lewis, director of the Center for Public Integrity, points out that 

 “by 1987, employers were administering nearly 2,000,000 polygraph 

 tests a year to job applicants and employees. . . . Millions of workers 

 were required to produce urine samples under observation for drug 

 testing . . .” (405). 

 

 



Controversial 2: Italics 
Also considered by many to be an element of 

mechanics, rather than punctuation 

Works as a signaling device for 

• Titles of long works 

• Emphasis 

• Names of transport vehicles 

• Foreign words 

• Words as things 

• Internal monologue 

If unable to underline or italicize on a computer, use underscores 

before and after titles: I’m reading a critical analysis of _Some Like It Hot_. 


