The Colon

The colon waves the traffic on through the intersection: “Go right ahead,” it says, “and you will find what you are looking for.”  Chiefly, it is used to introduce items or ideas.  Use a colon before a list or an explanation that is preceded by an independent clause.  You nearly always have a sense of what is going to follow the colon.  The sentence, as you read it, should flow and make sense. If a colon could speak it would say, “Here it is.” Or “Here they are.”
1. Lists- Use a colon to begin a list of items.  It “trumpets” the information to follow.

Writing and reference manuals offer different advice for creating lists. It seems that as long as you're consistent within your document, you can devise just about any means you want for creating your lists, whether you want them as run-in lists (built into the flow of your text) or as vertical lists (indented and stacked up). Technical writing may have its own requirements in this regard, and you should consult a technical writing manual for specific rules. Use parentheses around the numbers (no periods after the number, though) when using a run-in list.

Here are some examples of using a colon to introduce a list: 

I have three items to discuss: (1) the election; (2) the voting process; and (3) the candidates. 

Bring these items to class: paper, a pen, a pencil, a ruler, and your textbook.

There is only one thing left to do now: confess while you still have time.

The charter review committee now includes the following people: 

the mayor 

the chief of police 

the fire chief 

the chair of the town council

One of the most frequently asked questions about colons is whether we should begin an independent clause that comes after a colon with a capital letter.  Use common sense and be consistent.
2. Quotations- Use a colon to separate introductory words from a formal quotation that is a complete sentence.

The novel, The Great Gatsby, ends with a famous passage: “So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.” 

3. Business Letters- Use a colon after the greeting of a business letter.

Dear Mr. Wilson:

4. Time- When numerals are use to express time, use a colon the separate hours and minutes.

Class begins at 9:00 a.m. sharp.

It might be useful to say, also, when we do not use a colon.  Never place a colon after a verb.  

Her recipe for gunpowder included saltpeter, dry oatmeal, and ground-up charcoal briquets. (no colon after the verb,"included") 
His favourite breakfast cereals were Rice Krispies, Cheerios, and Wheaties. (no colon after the verb "were") 
Her usual advice, I remember, was "Keep your head up as you push the ball up the court." (no colon after "was")
In informal writing situations you will often see a colon used with a dependent clause or a sentence fragment.  My favourite hockey teams: Boston, Detroit, and Toronto.

Things to remember: no colons after verbs, use a colon to introduce a quotation, signal phrases must provide direction for the reader.
The Semicolon
A semicolon can be a tricky piece of punctuation.  It is often incorrectly described as both a strong comma and a weak period because it is used to join and separate parts of a sentence.  A semi-colon should be used sparingly and usually only in formal writing.  Think of the semi-colon as a bottle of expensive wine; +save it for special occasions.

USE A SEMICOLON ONLY WHERE YOU COULD ALSO USE A PERIOD.

DO NOT USE A SEMICOLON IN PLACE OF A COMMA OR A COLON!

1. A semicolon is used to connect two complete thoughts if no joining word (such as and or but) is used.  The two thoughts should be closely related to each other.  The second thought does not begin with a capital letter.

The results of the experiment were disappointing; our attempt to turn ginger ale into oil had failed completely.

2. A semicolon can be used before joining words such as however, consequently, therefore, and nevertheless.

Mr. Scrooge is certainly a fictional character; nevertheless, in the minds of many, he has become as real as any historical figure one might care to name.

3. A semi-colon can be used to help sort out a complex list: 

There were citizens from Bangor, Maine; Hartford, Connecticut; Boston, Massachusetts; and Newport, Rhode Island.

OR

We had four professors on our committee: Peter Wursthorn, Professor of Mathematics; Ronald Pepin, Professor of English; Cynthia Greenblatt, Professor of Education; and Nada Light, Professor of Nursing.
The Dash

The dash may sometimes be used in informal writing and in dialogue, but rarely in formal writing.  It should always be used sparingly.  Use a dash only to mark a sudden change in sentence structure or a break in thought.

The NHL uses about 15 000 pucks a year –- enough to form a stack about 440 m high.

(In typing, a dash is often shown as two hyphens so that it will not be mistaken for a hyphen.  In writing, it should be slightly longer than a hyphen.) 







