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En dash ( – )—The en dash is used to indicate 
a relation between items. It can be used: to mean 
“through” or “to,” to hyphenate compounds of  
compounds, and to indicate a closed range. En 
dashes can also be used when referring to joint 
authors.
 Examples: End-Days–related
   pp. 1–95

Comma ( , )—A comma is used to separate 
clauses and items on a list. Commas can also 
be used to set off  quoted material presented as 
dialogue, to present numbers in a more readable 
form (i.e. dates and large numbers), and to write 
names that present the last name first.

Semicolon ( ; )—A semicolon is used to set off  a 
portion of  a sentence that could stand on its own 
as a sentence. It connects independent clauses in 
a relationship that is closer than the period offers. 
It can be used to separate clauses or items on a list 
when commas are already being used, and further 
use would serve only to confuse. Still, it is often 
better to simply rephrase the sentence to avoid 
such confusion. 

Colon ( : )—A colon is used after a formal 
introductory statement to alert the reader to what 
follows (typically a list or description). A colon 
can also be used between numbers or groups of  
numbers to indicate time and ratio.

Hyphen / Em / En
Between hyphens, em dashes and en dashes, it can become confusing to know the proper punctuation to use. 
Add in commas, semicolons and colons, and many writers get lost. Below are some hints to assist in correct 
usage of  these punctuation marks:

Hyphen ( - )—The hyphen is commonly used 
to form compound words. It can also be used: to 
separate non-inclusive numbers (such as phone 
numbers or social security numbers) and indicate 
a broken word at the end of  a line. Hanging 
hyphens can also indicate a series of  compound 
words.
 Example: eithteenth- and 
   nineteenth centuries

Em dash ( — )—The em dash is a strong break 
in the sentence structure that indicates a sudden 
break in thought. It can also be used: to separate 
a parenthetical statement like pairs of  parenthesis, 
to indicate an open range, or to separate the end 
of  a sentence from the main body. Two adjacent 
em dashes are used to indicate missing letters in 
a word. Three adjacent em dashes are used to 
indicate entire missing words and substitute an 
author’s name when repeated in a bibliography. 
It can be used to replace a colon, if  colon usage 
would serve to confuse. Still, it is often better 
to simply rephrase the sentence to avoid such 
confusion.
 Example: Jeremy Remy [1977—]

Interesting fact: The em and en dashes are called “em” and 
“en” for their size in early typography. An “em” is a unit 
of  measurement defined as the point size of  the font, an 
“en” being one-half  of  an “em.” In early typography these 
sizes were equivalent with the letters of  their namesake an 
“em” was the width of  the letter “M,” an “en” the width 
of  the letter “N.”

The Community Writing Center (CWC) has numerous books to aid with capitalization and grammar 
techniques in your own writing. Additionally, CWC Writing Assistants are available to assist you in any stage 
of  your writing process. Just ask to sign up for an appointment.


