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Some Thoughts on Punctuation 

 

I would, like. You. To focus: on, these, words. And! Not the punctuatio’n. 

When you read something, how often do you think about the dots and 

squiggles that lurk among the text? A lot of people won’t notice 

something like a full stop, which is entirely the point. 

If it was supposed to be conspicuous its likely that wed use more 

interesting symbols 

There are rare occasions where punctuation can have its moment. This 

could be when – wait for it – you want to draw attention to something. 

But even then, the reader probably won’t come away thinking, Wow! 

Those were some amazing spaced en dashes. 

Punctuation is essential, but its job is to be like a good proofreader: to 

function behind the scenes, leaving the author’s words to take the glory. 

(I tried to make the self-promotion more subtle, but I didn’t get past the 

first chapter of Subliminal Messaging in Ten Easy Steps. This is because 

the comma usage was appalling.) 

If you find punctuation tricky, you’re not alone. I keep the Penguin 

Guide to Punctuation on my desk, and have to double-check at least one 

thing in every proofreading job I take on. It’s good for reference if you 

want some further reading, although a small amount of the content could 

do with an update. (The book was published in 1997, and its explanations 

of the # and @ signs have become adorably quaint since the full arrival of 

the internet age.) 

If you want to punctuate your writing effectively, consistency and 

necessity are your friends. There are often multiple “correct” ways to 

write a sentence. If, however, suddenly, and without warning, I added 
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more commas than I’d used elsewhere – not to mention dashes – you’d 

probably notice.  

Conversely, suddenly avoiding commas can cause problems. Think 

about a sentence where there is not really any space to pause at all 

because the writer has not broken it up and furthermore has not even 

used apostrophes to create contractions so that the text just keeps going 

and going until the reader eventually slams metaphorically of course into 

a full stop. Too many footnotes will also make a text difficult to read, 

particularly if they contain irrelevant information.1 

Moving on from text that “clunks” rather than “dings”, we now find 

ourselves at the issue of issues. The English language is a notoriously 

tricky creature, and likes to change its rules on a regular basis. Often, at 

varying speeds and in different ways, depending on which part of the 

world you call home. 

With this in mind, it’s probably unsurprising that so many errors exist in 

writing. To avoid them all, you’ll need to consume several style books. In 

case you’ve just had lunch, I’ve highlighted a couple of common 

difficulties in snack form.2 

 

• Some people join two independent clauses with a comma, this is 

incorrect. To fix the previous sentence, I’d have to add something 

like but after the comma, alter the first part of the sentence or 

change the punctuation mark. I could make it into two sentences 

with a full stop, or use a semicolon.3 I could even use a spaced en 

dash (or closed em dash in the US). I’ve included these solutions at 

the end of the guide. 

 
1 The average duck has never played the piano. 
2 They don’t contain nuts, but they were prepared in an environment where nuts are 

present. 
3 If you can’t stand semicolons, I acknowledge your right to feel this way; semicolon 

haters are beautiful people too. 
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• Apostrophes often sneak in where they’re not needed. In many 

cases, they’re meant to replace missing letters. E.g. they’re means 

they are. It’s and its also get mixed up a lot. With the apostrophe, it 

means it is or it has. Without one, it’s a possessive. E.g. The cat 

chased its tail. Its is grouped with other possessives such as his and 

hers. These are members of the No Apostrophes club. It gets 

confusing because the meaning here is the same as the cat’s tail, 

which is allowed an apostrophe. Don’t you just love the English 

language? 

o If you’ve seen a sign like Speedy Burger’s, then you’ll know 

that some shops like to put apostrophes in their signs. Unless 

this means that the shop is owned by someone named 

Speedy Burger, it’s incorrect. Plurals don’t need apostrophes 

just for being plurals. However (because of course there’s a 

however), a menu for children would be the children’s menu. 

o To try and balance the scales, sometimes language inventors 

get bored and go with the simplest solution. Not often, but it 

happens. For example, if I write that the letter e occurs twice 

in example, I could put that there are two e’s.  

o There are many other issues with apostrophes, like who’s vs 

whose, but you’re due a life-changing epiphany after you’ve 

read this. I wouldn’t want to hold that up more than 

necessary. (Disclaimer: epiphany is not guaranteed. Should it 

occur, it is unlikely to be related to this punctuation guide. 

Your statutory rights are unaffected.) 

 

  



4 
 

 

Punctuation guide by Philip Ridgers (Well-Tempered Proof) 

philridgers@gmail.com 

 

I hope that I’ve given you some useful tips here. Or maybe you fell in 

love with the first sentence in this guide, and you want to see as many 

punctuation marks as possible. If that’s the case, I suggest you go and 

find a book with a reference section. You’ll be extremely satisfied because 

usually, ‘Those blighters are full of ‘em!’4 

 

 

The Solutions I Promised 

Some people join two independent clauses with a comma, but this is 

incorrect.  

While it’s common to join two independent clauses with a comma, this 

is incorrect.  

Some people join two independent clauses with a comma; this is 

incorrect. 

Some people join two independent clauses with a comma. This is 

incorrect. 

Some people join two independent clauses with a comma – this is 

incorrect. 

Some people join two independent clauses with a comma—this is 

incorrect. 

 

 
4 Ridgers, P.C., 2021, Conversation I Had With Myself While Writing This Guide, Bath: 

Non-Existent Press. 


