
Helpful Hints for Writers 
Punctuation 

One of the most intimidating aspects of becoming a strong writer is learning punctuation. “When should I 
use a comma?” “What the heck is a semi-colon for?” Use this handout to help you determine when and 

where to use all the right dots and squiggles. 

APOSTROPHE USAGE RULES 

The apostrophe can give writers a hard time. 

Sometimes they omit it, sometimes they 

insert it in the wrong place, and sometimes 

they insert it incorrectly in a plural word. 

  

• A possessive word shows ownership, 

something that belongs to someone 

(father’s watch, kids’ room) 

 

• If the possessive word is singular, add 

apostrophe + s (‘s): cat’s paws 

 

• If the possessive word is plural, add an 

apostrophe after the s: civilians’ rights 

 

Exception: If the plural possessive is 

formed without adding s, add apostrophe + 

s (‘s) as if it were singular: men’s sport, 

children’s toys 

 

• Sometimes the possessive word is 

separated in a sentence from the word it 

possesses: That car in the alley is John’s 

 

• Don’t use an apostrophe in a plural word 

that isn’t possessive: dogs in the alley 

 

• Don’t use an apostrophe with possessive 

pronouns: theirs, hers, ours, yours, its. Do 

use them with possessive indefinite 

pronouns: someone’s, everybody’s 

COLONS, SEMI-COLONS, AND DASHES 

Colons, semi-colons, and dashes are used 

sparingly, but they are still useful. 
 

• A colon (:) is used to set off a word or 

words that follows it and relates to the 

complete statement preceding the colon. 
 

There is one thing that most students look 

forward to: Christmas break. 
 

• A semi-colon (;) joins two sentences close 

in meaning. A transitional word such as 

however or therefore often follows it. 
 

I’m going to pull weeds for a while; you 

can continue planting bulbs if you want. 
 

The morning has been mild; however, a 

powerful storm is coming this afternoon. 
 

• A dash (–) is used like a colon, setting off 

information referred to in the statement 

before it, and can be used in place of a 

colon in informal writing. More frequently, 

dashes are used in pairs, before and after 

the information referred to, and the 

sentence continues after the second dash. 
 

Most of the birds here – mallards, coots, 

and geese – feed off of the thousands of 

minnows that populate the waters. 

COMMA USAGE RULES 

• Use commas to separate three or more items. 
 

Post, Kelloggs, and General Mills all make cereal. 
 

• Use commas to separate introductory groups of 

words which lead to the main thought in a sentence. 
 

If you don’t anchor the balloon, it will fly away. 
 

• Use commas to separate phrases following the main 

thought and start with which or an -ing/-ed word. 
 

One boy at the party covered his face with frosting, 

which didn’t bother anyone. 
 

• Use commas to separate two halves of a compound 

sentence by inserting a comma before the 

conjunction (FANBOYS – for, and, nor, but, or, yet, 

so). 
 

The wind was cold, and we were wearing shorts. 
 

• Place commas around phrases beginning with who, 

which, or whose that provide non-essential 

information (a non-restrictive relative clause). 
 

The Empire State Building, which was once the 

tallest in the world, is no longer in the top five. 
 

In a restrictive relative clause, do not use commas, 

e.g., The man who works at the zoo is my neighbor. 
 

• Use commas after introductory transitional phrases 

and before/after “interrupting” phrases. 
 

The owner of that Honda, by the way, sells Toyotas. 
Tyner, Tom. Writings from Life. Second edition. Clovis, CA: 

Breadan Publishing, 2009. Print. 



Applying What You’ve Learned 

Insert commas in the following sentences by applying the comma usage rules 

presented. Some sentences will require more than one comma, and one 

sentence requires no commas.  

 

1. Judging by the quality of the soil and slope of the lot you will need to bring 

in a lot of top soil for your class landscaping project.  

 

2. I would suggest bringing in at least enough top soil to provide a six-inch 

top to the current soil. 

 

3. You cannot begin digging trenches for the sprinkler system until you’ve 

brought in the top soil but you can lay out the design of your system in 

advance which will take some time. 

 

4. Although the back area is rather small you will still need a number of 

sprinkler heads to provide coverage for the lawn the trees along the fence 

and the flowers and plants around the borders. 

 

5. The area which requires the most watering is the lawn so you need a 

separate timing system for it and the other parts of the yard. 

 

6. Since you may not be able to do the entire project by yourself I’ll be glad 

to help but I know you are required to do as much as possible on your 

own. 

 

7. I would suggest using rolls of sod for the lawn rather than grass seed 

because the lawn comes fully grown and with rolls of sod weeds aren’t a 

problem. 

 

8. The only thing you’ll need to get from the landscaping department is a 

power hole digger which will make planting the trees easier and faster. 

 

9. Putting in the sprinkler system will require measuring and cutting a lot of 

PVC pipe for the water lines but the pipe is light and easy to connect 

allowing you to work quickly. 

 

10. I’d suggest giving yourself a full weekend to smooth out the top soil put in 

the sprinkler system and then lay out the sod and then I’d schedule a 

second weekend for all of the planting. 

Punctuate the following sentences correctly using colon, semi-colons, 

or dashes. 

  

1. To make tacos, put a pound of hamburger meat in a skillet then, 

break up the meat with a fork. 

 

2. When the meat is browned, add one ingredient taco mix to flavor 

the hamburger meat. 

 

3. Next, cut up your vegetables tomatoes, onions, lettuce, and 

avocados and grate your cheese. 

 

4. Then, put a thin layer of cooking oil in a second skillet cook your 

tortillas in the skillet one at a time. 

 

5. Next, take a tortilla and fill it with all of your ingredients hamburger 

meat, cheese, and vegetables and then add salsa on top. 

 

6. Make sure not to fill the tortilla too full of meat the bottom could fall 

out while you are eating it. 

 

7. You have now learned to make the best kind of meal delicious, 

easy to make, and inexpensive. 

 

 

In the following paragraph, add apostrophes to possessive words 

following the rules provided. 
 

The banks hours change in the summer. It opens at 10am and closes 

at 7pm. All of the loan officials offices are open until 6pm, but the tellers 

stations are all open until 7pm. The bank stays open longer in the 

summer because of its customers schedules. Many of them work later 

in the summer due to the longer days, so they often can’t get to the 

bank by 5:30 or 6pm. One customers typical summer work hours, for 

example, are from 10am to 6:30pm, so she can’t get to the bank before 

6:45. Customers appreciate the banks longer summer schedule, and a 

number of its summer customers come from other banks who maintain 

traditional hours.  



Applying What You’ve Learned 

Insert commas in the following sentences by applying the comma usage rules 

presented. Some sentences will require more than one comma, and one 

sentence requires no commas.  

 

1. Judging by the quality of the soil and slope of the lot, you will need to bring 

in a lot of top soil for your class landscaping project.  

 

2. I would suggest bringing in at least enough top soil to provide a six-inch 

top to the current soil. 

 

3. You cannot begin digging trenches for the sprinkler system until you’ve 

brought in the top soil, but you can lay out the design of your system in 

advance, which will take some time. 

 

4. Although the back area is rather small, you will still need a number of 

sprinkler heads to provide coverage for the lawn, the trees along the 

fence, and the flowers and plants around the borders. 

 

5. The area which requires the most watering is the lawn, so you need a 

separate timing system for it and the other parts of the yard. 

 

6. Since you may not be able to do the entire project by yourself, I’ll be glad 

to help, but I know you are required to do as much as possible on your 

own. 

 

7. I would suggest using rolls of sod for the lawn rather than grass seed 

because the lawn comes fully grown, and with rolls of sod weeds aren’t a 

problem. 

 

8. The only thing you’ll need to get from the landscaping department is a 

power hole digger, which will make planting the trees easier and faster. 

 

9. Putting in the sprinkler system will require measuring and cutting a lot of 

PVC pipe for the water lines, but the pipe is light and easy to connect, 

allowing you to work quickly. 

 

10. I’d suggest giving yourself a full weekend to smooth out the top soil, put in 

the sprinkler system, and then lay out the sod, and then I’d schedule a 

second weekend for all of the planting. 

Punctuate the following sentences correctly using colon, semi-colons, 

or dashes. 

  

1. To make tacos, put a pound of hamburger meat in a skillet; then, 

break up the meat with a fork. 
 

2. When the meat is browned, add one ingredient – taco mix – to 

flavor the hamburger meat. 
 

3. Next, cut up your vegetables – tomatoes, onions, lettuce, and 

avocados – and grate your cheese. 
 

4. Then, put a thin layer of cooking oil in a second skillet; cook your 

tortillas in the skillet one at a time. 
 

5. Next, take a tortilla and fill it with all of your ingredients –  

hamburger meat, cheese, and vegetables – and then add salsa on 

top. 
 

6. Make sure not to fill the tortilla too full of meat; the bottom could fall 

out while you are eating it. 
 

7. You have now learned to make the best kind of meal: delicious, 

easy to make, and inexpensive. 

 

In the following paragraph, add apostrophes to possessive words 

following the rules provided. 
 

The bank’s hours change in the summer. It opens at 10am and closes 

at 7pm. All of the loan officials’ offices are open until 6pm, but the 

tellers’ stations are all open until 7pm. The bank stays open longer in 

the summer because of its customers’ schedules. Many of them work 

later in the summer due to the longer days, so they often can’t get to 

the bank by 5:30 or 6pm. One customer’s typical summer work hours, 

for example, are from 10am to 6:30pm, so she can’t get to the bank 

before 6:45. Customers appreciate the bank’s longer summer 

schedule, and a number of its summer customers come from other 

banks who maintain traditional hours. 

ANSWER KEY 


