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Punctuation Basics 
This handout covers the correct usage of commonly used punctuation marks: colons, 
semicolons, and commas. Under each section there will be a number of grammar guidelines 
with examples to demonstrate the principles covered. 

Colons 
There are only two grammar guidelines that you need to know in order to be able to effectively 
use colons within sentences: 

Grammar guideline 1 

Colons usually signal a general-to-specific relationship. 

Example: The café has three sizes of soft drink: small, medium, and large. 

Grammar guideline 2 

Within the context of a paragraph, a “complete thought” must come before the colon. Almost 
anything can follow a colon: a word, a phrase, a list (as in this sentence), a quoted passage, an 

 

Note: “a complete thought” is a string of words that could stand on its own as a sentence. The 
grammatical term for this is an “independent clause.” In both of the examples above, the clause 
before the colon could stand independently as a complete sentence. 
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Commas 
There are five grammar guidelines you need to know, regarding the use of commas, and two 
comma errors to avoid. Both guidelines and errors are outlined below. 

Note: The examples in this section are taken from Sagan, C. (1980). Cosmos. New York: Random 
House 

Grammar guideline 1 

Use commas (or dashes or parentheses) to set off extra information that does not constitute an 
independent clause (“complete thought”). 



Page 4 of 4 

Example: 

The shopping list contains apples, oranges, bananas, and pears. 

Note: The comma before “and” in a list is optional (but recommended). This is known as the 
“serial” or “Oxford” comma). 

Grammar guideline 5 

Use a comma to separate two adjectives if their order could be reversed or if the comma could 
be replaced by “and”. 

Example: 

This weekend we went to see a fast-paced, exciting film. 

Two comma mistakes to avoid 

Mistake 1: 
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