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 Some Punctuation Rules 

This handout deals with some potentially confusing 

punctuation rules. Remember, various style guides, 

organizations and countries may have different guidelines 

for some scenarios. Just be consistent with your choice of 

style in a document. 

 

Remember that the primary purpose of punctuation is to help the reader interpret 

what is written.  

Punctuation rules are a little looser when you’re writing sales content. 

The Comma 

Use a comma before a co-ordinating 

conjunction (and, but, for, nor, or, 

so, yet) that joins independent 

clauses (unless the independent 

clauses are very short).  

Example: The inconvenient truth is 

that recycling isn’t all we think it is, 

and we’re going to have to do a little 

bit more. 

Example: I know this might sound dramatic, but the amount of garbage being 

produced is bothering me so much that I can’t sleep at night.  

Example (shorter independent clauses):  Let’s have lunch and we’ll talk. 

Use a pair of commas in the middle of a sentence to set off clauses, phrases, and 

words that are not essential to the meaning of the sentence. 

Example: That Tuesday, which happens to be my birthday, is the only day that I can 

meet with you. 

Example: The client is eager to try new foods. Exercise, on the other hand, may 

present a challenge. 

TERMS TO KNOW 

An independent clause can stand as a 

complete sentence. It has a subject and a 

verb and expresses a complete thought. 

A dependent clause can’t stand alone as a 

complete sentence; it’s also called a 

subordinate clause. 



 

Page | 2 

 

When addressing another person by name, set off the name with commas. 

Example: Did you know that the air inside your house can be up to 100 times dirtier 

than the air outside, Sally? 

Use a comma if you have a dependent clause preceding an independent clause. 

Example: If you're a practitioner who makes diet and nutrition recommendations, 

then you’ll want to attend my upcoming webinar. 

Use a comma before a question tag.  

Examples:  I know, right? You didn’t actually make seven different types of kimchi, 

did you? 

Separate interdependent clauses with a comma unless the clauses are very short. 

Example: The fewer the complications, the faster the session will go. 

Example: The more the merrier. 

Set off a sentence adverb with a 

comma. 

Example: More importantly, we don’t 

want to be afraid of our food. 

In the month-day-year form, place commas before—and unless the date comes at 

the end of the sentence—after the year. 

Example: On October 1, 2016, she became a holistic nutritional consultant.  

The serial comma (series comma or Oxford comma) separates items in a list or in a 

series consisting of three or more elements. The series can consist of single words, 

phrases, or clauses.  

If you use the serial comma, you should use it consistently. If you don’t use the 

serial comma, you may choose to use it in some places to prevent ambiguity. Many 

writers choose to omit the serial comma, except when it is needed to avoid 

misreading. 

Example (serial comma): The practitioner recommended that fibre, fermented foods, 

and grains be added to the client’s diet. 

Example (no serial comma): The practitioner recommended that fibre, fermented 

foods and grains be added to the client’s diet. 

WHAT IS A SENTENCE ADVERB? 

Adverb that modifies an entire independent 

clause 

Example: Unfortunately, no tickets are 

available for the workshop. 
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Example (serial comma needed for clarity): We ate bananas, grapes, and strawberry 

and kiwi compote. 

The adverbs too and either used in the sense of “also” don’t usually need to be 

preceded by a comma. 

Examples: I had my cake and ate it too. The clinic lacked comfortable chairs; there 

were no washrooms either. 

Note: When too comes in the middle of the sentence or clause, however, a comma 

aids comprehension.  

Example: She, too, decided it was okay to eat the doughnut.  

Some Don’ts for Commas 

Don’t use a comma to separate a subject from its verb. 

Incorrect: Preparing a workshop through sickness, power outages and COVID-19, is a 

difficult way to start a business. 

Correct: Preparing a workshop through sickness, power outages and COVID-19 is a 

difficult way to start a business. 

Don’t separate two nouns that appear together as a compound subject or a 

compound object. 

Incorrect: Susan, and her associate will be holding a webinar on Thursday night for 

those interested in gut health. 

Correct: Susan and her associate will be holding a webinar on Thursday night for 

those interested in gut health. 

Don’t use a comma after a co-ordinating conjunction. 

Incorrect: The internet crashed but, the presenter had an alternate source to use. 

Correct: The internet crashed, but the presenter had an alternate source to use. 

Don’t use commas to set off essential elements of the sentence, such as clauses 

beginning with that (relative clauses). That clauses after nouns are always 

essential. That clauses following a verb expressing mental action are always 

essential. 

Incorrect: The book, that I borrowed from my mentor, is excellent. 

Correct: The book that I borrowed from my mentor is excellent. 

Incorrect: The practitioner, with the most clients, won the contest. 
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Correct: The practitioner with the most clients won the contest. 

Incorrect: The holistic nutritionist, Sally Great, drafted the gut-health book. 

Correct: The holistic nutritionist Sally Great drafted the gut-health book. 

Don’t use a comma between the two verbs or verb phrases in a compound 

predicate. 

Incorrect: Shelly recommended that her client eat lots of fibre, but forgot to tell her 

to eat some fermented foods. 

Correct: Shelly recommended that her client eat lots of fibre but forgot to tell her to 

eat some fermented foods. 

Don’t use a comma to join 

independent clauses. This is called a 

comma splice. You need a 

conjunction or a semicolon. Or you 

might change the sentence to two 

sentences. 

Incorrect: The workshop is ready to 

go, we just need some clients. 

Correct: The workshop is ready to go; we just need some clients. OR The workshop is 

ready to go, but we just need some clients. OR The workshop is ready to go. We just 

need some clients. 

A tip from the Grammar Girl: “Remember this rule: If you have a main clause—

something that can stand alone as a sentence—and you put a comma after it, what 

comes after that comma should not be able to also stand alone as its own sentence. If 

it can, you’ve created a comma splice.”  

The Period 

When an abbreviation that ends in a period (such as etc.) falls at the end of a 

sentence, a second period is not needed. 

Incorrect: The client ate chips, pop, white bread, bacon, carrot sticks, etc.. 

Correct: The client ate chips, pop, white bread, bacon, carrot sticks, etc. 

A terminal period should be used for indirect questions, requests politely phrased 

as questions, embedded tag questions and one-word interrogatives. Rhetorical 

COMMA SPLICES 

“Most usage authorities accept comma 

splices when (1) the clauses are short and 

closely related, (2) there is no danger of a 

miscue, and (3) the content is informal.” 

Garner’s Modern American Usage 

Example: I think, therefore I am. 

https://www.quickanddirtytips.com/education/grammar/how-to-avoid-a-common-comma-error-the-comma-splice?page=2


 

Page | 5 

questions—questions to which an answer seems obvious or unnecessary—are 

normally followed by a question mark. 

Indirect question: I wondered if my diet was affecting my bowel movements. 

Polite request: Would you please email me your food journal by Friday. 

Embedded tag question: We all believe, don’t we, that our lack of sleep will affect 

our mood. 

One-word interrogatives: Employees should not second-guess company policy by 

asking why. 

Rhetorical questions: It’s 35 degrees Celsius. Have you ever felt such heat?  

When a sentence ends with a parenthetical expression that is part of the larger 

sentence, the period is placed inside the closing parenthesis.  

Example—period outside: A sentence is parallel when each item that it lists shares 

the same grammatical structure (parts of speech).  

However, if the parenthetical expression is a complete sentence on its own, the 

period is placed inside the closing parenthesis.  

Example—period inside: It is recommended that you eat nutritionally dense foods. 

(No hyphen is needed here.) 

The Semicolon 

Use a semicolon when you link two independent clauses with no connecting 

words. 

Example: The client approved of the recommendations; she will purchase the 

supplements tomorrow. 

You can also use a semicolon when you join two independent clauses together 

with one of the following conjunctive adverbs (adverbs that join independent 

clauses): however, moreover, therefore, consequently, otherwise, nevertheless, 

thus, etc.  

Example: The practitioner made six recommendations; however, the client only 

agreed with three of them. 
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The Colon 

A colon may be used to introduce a list. Don’t use a colon if the words that 

precede the list don’t form an independent clause (an exception could be a 

deliberate fragment used to introduce a full statement following a colon). 

Example: After the session, she started preparing for the workshop: drafting emails, 

making cold contacts and organizing her desk. 

Don’t use a colon after including, such as, or for example. 

Incorrect Use: Lily whipped up a five-course meal, including: cauliflower soup, 

succulent salmon, and pumpkin pie. 

Quotation Marks 

Exclamation points, question marks, and dashes go inside if the mark belongs to 

the quoted material. They go outside if the mark is not part of the quotation. 

Example: What’s the rush to change my diet?” she wondered. 

Example: Which of her clients groaned, “I can’t change my diet”? 

Example: “Timber!” 

A period or a comma goes inside the closing quotation mark. 

Example: “I have taken several of Susan’s workshops and she never disappoints.” 

Example: “It won’t be easy, but you can build a successful business,” she said. 

Spacing 

Periods: Only one space, not two, is used between sentences—whether the first 

ends in a period, a question mark, an exclamation point, or a closing quotation 

mark or parenthesis. 

Example: The practitioner talked about the importance of hormones. He also talked 

about gut health. Why did he talk about gut health? Because it’s so important. 

Ellipsis Points: When used to indicate a pause, interruption, or hesitation in 

dialogue or narrative text, ellipsis points are called suspension points. Three 

ellipsis points are used. The ellipsis is either three spaced points ( . . . ) or a 

precomposed unspaced triple-dot symbol (…).  
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Example: Clients like this…  OR Clients like this . . . 

Period: There is no space before or after a decimal period between numerals. 

Example: $8.59; 5.6 thousand people 

Em dashes: There are various guidelines for the spacing of em dashes. Choose one 

way and stay consistent. 

Example: Jen’s client—a woman in her late forties—requires substantial gut work. 

Example: Jen’s client – a woman in her late forties – requires substantial gut work. 

In the first example, there is no space either before or after the em dash. The second 

example uses a spaced en dash instead of the em dash. According to Public Works and 

Government Services Canada, the spaced en dash is becoming a popular mark of 

punctuation. The reason lies in a desire to make the text look more appealing. The 

length of a dash varies according to the font used; and in fonts in which the em dash 

is relatively long, an unspaced dash may seem unattractive. Several of the American 

style guides call for an unspaced em dash. 

En dashes: There is no space either before or after the en dash. 

Example: Read pages 18–25 before the next practitioners’ meeting. 

 

 

DASHES 

Most word processors will, at least optionally, replace two repeated hyphens with an em 

dash. Microsoft Word does this if you don’t insert a space before typing the repeated 

hyphens. Word can also generate an en dash if you type a single space, followed by two 

hyphens, and then another space. Outside of Microsoft Word, both Windows and Mac OS 

can generate dashes using certain keyboard shortcuts. For an em dash in Mac OS, press 

option+shift+hyphen. For an en dash, press option+hyphen. For an em dash in Windows, 

hold down the alt key and type 0151 on the numeric keyboard. For an en dash, hold down 

the alt key and type 0150. 

The Punctuation Guide 

 

https://www.btb.termiumplus.gc.ca/tpv2guides/guides/wrtps/index-eng.html?lang=eng&lettr=indx_catlog_p&page=9zTwhStstj28.html#zz9zTwhStstj28
https://www.btb.termiumplus.gc.ca/tpv2guides/guides/wrtps/index-eng.html?lang=eng&lettr=indx_catlog_p&page=9zTwhStstj28.html#zz9zTwhStstj28
https://www.thepunctuationguide.com/word-processors.html

