Colons & Semi-Colons

The colon and the semi-colon are two punctuation marks that are frequently confused and/or misused by writers.  Using them correctly is simply a matter of understanding their functions and following a few guidelines.

· A semi-colon may be used in only two ways: to separate elements of a series where at least one element contains a comma and to separate independent clauses as an alternative to using a comma and a conjunction.

· Colons indicate that the material following is an explanation, illustration, example or reason for the material that preceded the colon.

Following are examples of each of the uses listed above.

Semi-colons: Between elements in a series

When an element in a series of three or more contains a comma, a semi-colon serves to clearly separate the three elements.  The following example is a direct quotation from a Harvard handout entitled “The Mysterious Semi-colon”:
Ex: The candidate must have an advanced degree in psychology, sociology, or anthropology; experience administering an out-patient clinic; and the recommendation of a supervisor.

As a result of the semi-colons, the writer has separated the elements and simplified the sentence for clearer comprehension.
Semi-colons: Between Independent clauses

Perhaps the most common way to separate two independent clauses is by using a comma followed by a conjunction.  The same function can be served by a semi-colon.


Ex: Hillary Rodham Clinton is an outspoken advocate for children’s rights; her opinions often garner the attention of a critical media.

Colons: followed BY A “reason” or Explanation
[image: image1.wmf]Colons can be used to precede a reason for or explanation of a statement.

Ex: There was only one reason the professor would have to email me: to request   the overdue essay.

Colons: Introducing a list
Colons can also be used to introduce a list.  This following example is a direct quotation from page 199 in Harris.
Ex: The school offered four alternatives to the physical education requirement: yoga, cycling, ballet and jazzercise.  
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