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Punctuation Guide 
 
First, a glossary of names, both British and American.  Where only one name is present, it is 
used in both places. 
 

 
 
.  period full stop 
 
 

,  comma comma 
 
 

?  question mark question mark 
 
 

!  exclamation mark exclamation mark 
 
 

‘  apostrophe apostrophe 
 
 

“   “   quotation marks inverted commas 
 
 

(   ) parentheses brackets  
 
 

- hyphen hyphen 
 
 

– or -- dash dash 
 
 

[   ] brackets squared brackets 
 
 

http://www.pandagon.net/archives/union-jack.gif
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… ellipses ellipses 
 
 

; semi-colon semi-colon 
 
 

: colon colon 
 
 

/ (forward) slash (forward) slash 
 
 

\ backward or reverse slash backward or reverse slash 
 
 
 

*    *    *    *    * 

. Period / Full Stop 
 
Use a period or full stop to: 
 

 Finish a Sentence 
 

Mozart was born 250 years ago.
I love going to ESSEC parties.

 
 Follow a Number in a Numbered Sequence or List 

 
1.  Via the common competitive exam, 

2.  After a 4-year degree and a special entrance exam, 
3.  After a foreign diploma. 

 
 Show the decimal  

 
The lottery this week is for £4.8 million. 

The value of π is 3.1416. 
 

 Indicate an Abbreviation, i.e. where letters have been dropped 
 

I’m from the U.S.
He’s from the U.K.
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 Close an Abbreviated Title 
I was just speaking to Mr. Goldstein. 
Mrs. Johnson will chair this meeting. 

Ms. Hawkins has taken over from Mrs. Johnson. 
 

*    *    *    *    * 

, Comma 
 
The following are different ways of using commas.  Some of the rules may not be hard and fast, 
but more simply guidelines or strong suggestions based on stylistic concerns. 
 

 Before a coordinating conjunction 
 

This is the project at hand, and we should finish it in 45 minutes. 
I know the deadline is short, but it has to be met. 

 
 and but  

 or nor  

 for while  
(synonym of but) 

 

 
An exception can be made if both independent clauses are very short, and especially if 
the author is making use of stylistic ellipsis. 
 

He heard the news but did not react. 
 
Remember to include a conjunction each time you want to link two independent clauses, 
or you will end up with the dreaded comma splice!  More information can be obtained 
about this problem in the Comma Splices and Run-Ons handout. 
 
 

 Linking an adverbial clause to an independent clause 
 

Before leaving the office, remember to turn off the lights. 
  
  This isn’t the case, though, when the dependent clause comes first. 
  

Remember to turn off the lights before leaving the office. 
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 In nearly all conditional sentences, where the dependent clause comes before the 
independent clause, between the clauses 

 
Conditional I If dark clouds form on the horizon, it will probably rain. (indicative) 

If dark clouds form on the horizon, please take cover. (imperative) 
 

Conditional II If I were you, I would probably buy a new car. 
 

Conditional III Had it come to mind, I probably would have mentioned it during the 
meeting. 
 

Conditional 0 If you heat water, it boils. 
 
 

 As in the preceding example, this isn’t always the case when the dependent clause comes 
first. 
 
 
Conditional I It will probably rain if dark clouds form on the horizon. (indicative) 

Please take cover if dark clouds form on the horizon. (imperative) 
 

Conditional II I’d fly first class if we had anything left in the budget. BUT 
I would probably buy a new car, if I were you.   
 

Conditional III I’d be in the plane right now if I hadn’t forgotten my passport. BUT 
I probably would have mentioned it during the meeting, had it come to 
mind. 
 

BUT Conditional 0 If you heat water it boils. 
Water boils if you heat it. 

Remember that these sentences 
are too short to be separated by a 
comma.  However, this is the 
author’s decision and not a hard 
and fast rule. 

 
 Following an initial gerund or absolute phrase  

 
Driving to work this morning, I mentally organized my day. 

My day having been organized already, I was ready to begin a new project. 
 
 

 Following an infinitive phrase if it is not the subject of the sentence 
 

To apply for this position, you have to fill out this dossier. 
To apply for this position is my main task today. 

 
In the first example, the word you is the main subject of the sentence.  In the second, 
the subject is made up of the first five words, to apply for this position. 
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 Following a transitional or introductory word 
 

However, I gave in and we had a terrible meal. 
Moreover, my colleague has already finished the report. 

Nevertheless, Susan is determined to become a molecular biologist. 
Surely, you can see the logic of our proposal. 

Of course, you will need to submit an estimate for this job. 
 

Also is set off with a comma only when you want or need to give strong emphasis to it. 
 

Also, we’ll have to stay late tonight to finish those figures. 
I’ll also be bringing take-out food to our evening work session. 

 
 When in doubt, you should always pronounce the sentence out loud to see if a pause 
would be appropriate. 

 
 Following short elocutions 

 
Affirmations or Negations 

Yes, I agree to those terms. 
That’s not it, no. 

Phrases (usually initial) 
As a result, the company’s share price bottomed out. 

In short, their quarterly sales figures fell far below their forecasts. 
They really lost their shirts, so to speak. 

Without a doubt, that is the dumbest idea I had ever heard. 
 

Clauses (usually medial) 
This car, she thought, definitely needed a tune-up. 

The president, I felt, was not living up to the board’s expectations. 
 

 Following an explanatory clause 
 

I could not, for the life of me, understand the union’s demands. 
The board, as much as humanly possible, will strive to pull the firm out of bankruptcy. 
The chairperson, so far is she was concerned, felt alienated when she walked into the 

executives’ lounge. 
 

 The reason for these commas is parenthetical, in other words the clause breaks the 
logical sequence of the words, but is too essential to the sentence to be set off by 
parentheses. 

 
 Before and after a non-restrictive clause 

 
The speaker, who had been busy organizing his transparencies, did not notice the audience’s 

reaction. 
The truck, which had been backing up, got stuck in an open manhole and had to be towed. 
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A non-restrictive clause adds or modifies to the main clause, but is not necessary for 
meaning.  By definition it is parenthetical, meaning that it can be removed from the 
sentence without detracting from the original meaning. 

 
No commas should be place before or after a restrictive clause, as it is part of the main 
subject and necessary to understand the original meaning. 

 
The man who was hurt in the construction accident was taken to the emergency room. 

 
Obviously not all men are taken to the emergency room.  
 

 More information about restrictive and non-restrictive clauses can be found in the 
Phrases and Clauses handout. 

 
 

 Before and after a medial appositive, and before a final appositive 
 

The president, a Republican, tended to hold more conservative values. 
My advisor, Ms. Rowan, insisted I see a career counselor.  

ESSEC is located in Cergy-Pontoise, the prefecture of the Val d’Oise department. 
 

An appositive is a word or phrase that defines or identifies another word or phrase.  Some 
appositives, though, are too closely related to require commas to set it apart from the rest 
of the sentence. 
 

My cousin Stephanie is coming for the Nuit de l’ESSEC this weekend. 
We had to do an English exposé on Edward the Seventh. 

 
The appositive in the last example is made up of the two final words, as with all numbered 
leaders—kings, queens, sultans, maharajas, emperors, religious leaders (popes, Orthodox 
metropolitans, etc.), pharaohs, etc. 
 
  More information about appositives can be found in the Appositives handout, notably 

for those that diverge too much from the essential meaning of the sentence and cannot 
be separated by commas. 

 
 

 To highlight someone’s name when you address him/her directly 
 

Please notice, Ms. Smith, that I have finally cleaned my desk. 
Craig, can you come into my office for a minute? 

 
 The most obvious use for this type of commas would be e-mail, as in more formal writing, 
it would be inappropriate to involve any person so directly. 
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 To separate simple constituent elements of a list with at least three items in it 
 

The agenda for this afternoon’s meeting includes a review of the latest sales figures,  
the latest costs of expansion, and lunch. 

 
 Without the commas, there would be a potential comma splice, and confusion added to 
the word costs.  Would it refer only to the costs of expansion, or the costs of both 
expansion and lunch? 

 
 

Some lists also may include a person’s diplomas or titles, and a comma is needed in this case 
too. 

 
Felicity Finnay-Watt, Ph. D., M.D., R.S.P.C.A.

The Honourable G. Nigel Bathwell, Q.C., OBE, MEP, P.D.Q.
  

 
 To separate two modifiers of the same noun 

 
That is the longest, the most tedious report I’ve ever read. 

 
 

 To highlight a contrasting word or phrase  
 

These measures are designed to enable us to earn money, not lose it. 
 

This is a case comparable to that of appositives or contrasting coordinating conjunctions 
(but, however). 
 
 

 To highlight a quotation  
 

The president stated, “We have solid evidence of weapons  
of mass destruction in Iraq.” 

 
You may also replace the final period / full stop with a comma if the author places the 
quotation in the middle of the sentence. 
 

The president stated, “We have solid evidence of weapons  
of mass destruction in Iraq,” in a speech in 2003. 
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 With inversions 
 

Inverted Names 
Tapie, Pierre 

Bibard, Laurent 
Bronner, Martine 

 
Inverted Phrases & Clauses  
(or those in an unusual spot in the sentence) 

 
No matter what they put forward, do not show a reaction. 

For the president, layoffs are to be used only as a last resort. 
 

 Before a question tag or interrogative clause 
 

You knew this already, didn’t you? 
It’s a really good rule, don’t you think? 

 
 

 In certain cases of ellipsis 
 

The first option will cost us $1,000; the second, $1,200; and the third, $1,500. 
 
 

 In many numbers 
 
In most dates in the U.S., in fewer dates in Britain & Ireland  
 
  qsefsdf July 14, 1789 
 
 
 

14 July 1789   
 
 
 

 However, if part of the date is mi
 

We last m
I checked, and the paym

The Y2K virus u
 
 

This form is also admitted in the U.S., but the
previous one is more traditional. 
 
ESSEC – CRL p. 9 

ssing, there is no comma. 

et in June 2005. 
ent went out on September 30. 

shered in the year 2000. 
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To separate hundreds from thousands, thousands from millions, etc. 
 
 

1,500 units 10,000 copies $200,000 

7,851,679 inhabitants 89,183,664,937 red corpuscles 

 
 

 
Very important:  As stated above, the decimal is indicated by a period/full stop in 
English and not by a comma.  Not complying with this rule can lead to confusion 
among native English speakers. 

 
 
 
To separate numbers used in different ways 

 
I’d like 20, 40-gram envelopes please. 

 
 This sentence can be written in this manner; however, it is more understandable in 
spoken language than in written language.  When writing, it is preferable to rework 
your syntax to avoid elements that are the same or similar from being next to each 
other.  

 
This is to confirm our order for 20 cases of 40-gram envelopes. 

 
 

 In place names 
 

To separate cities from their state, province or country 
 

Washington, DC 
Montreal, PQ 
Paris, France 

 
To separate addresses from their city, and their city from their state, province or country 

 
1313 Mockingbird Lane, Binghamton, NY 
25 High Street, Twickenham, Middlesex 

 
 

*    *    *    *    * 
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? Question Mark 
 
The guidelines for using question marks are virtually the same in English as they are in French, 
in that they are used to differentiate affirmative and negative statements from interrogative 
statements. 
 

What do you mean?
 
The main difference when writing, if you are using a word processor like MS Word, is that there 
is no space between the final word and the question mark. 
 

space 
 

 Qu’avez-vous commandé ?
 

What did you order? 
 no space 

 
Another difference for word processing is that, in a quotation, the question mark is placed 
before the quotation marks and not after as in French. 
 

Je lui ai demandé : « où allez-vous » ?
 

I asked him, “Where are you going?”
 
 
 

Many students will not have difficulty with quotations marks.  However, you must make sure 
that the text preceding a question mark has the proper syntax differentiating a question 
from a relative clause: 

 
 

verb  noun = question syntax 
 

Where is he going 
 

Where he is going 
 

noun  verb = relative clause syntax 

EN:  quotation 
mark outside 

FR:  quotation 
mark inside
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! Exclamation Mark 
 
The exclamation mark is used, logically, after exclamations: 
 

Great Scott!  What have you done? 
 
 
This means that, in business or more formal writing, it should not be used, except in direct 
verbatim quotations.  The surprise, urgency or shock that the exclamation mark indicates can be 
conveyed by verbal or stylistic means: 
 

The chairman’s interjection, “Great Scott!” was in reaction to his neighbor’s sudden heart 
attack. 

OR 
The chairman let out an exclamation on seeing his neighbor fall over in a sudden heart attack. 

 
In the last example, reproducing the exact expression is either unwanted or unnecessary. 
 

*    *    *    *    * 
 

‘ Apostrophe1

 
An apostrophe is used in three main ways: 
 

 To indicate possession 
 
The apostrophe precedes the possessive “s” in singular and irregular plural nouns 

 
The chairman’s statement is on line. 

One company’s success is another’s failure. 
The men’s locker room is downstairs, the women’s upstairs. 

 
 

The apostrophe follows the possessive “s” in regular plural nouns 
 

Companies’ annual reports are published each January. 
We specialize in manufacturing boys’ and missies’ casual clothes. 

 
In spoken language, the only way to tell the difference between singular and plural 
possession is to listen to the context: 

 
SINGULAR  The car’s engine is overheating in the summer sun. 

PLURAL  The cars’ engines are overheating in the summer sun. 
 
                                            
1 Pronounced a-POS-tro-PHE  or  [ə.ˈpɔs.tɹə.ˌfi:]  phonetically. 
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When a word already ends with an “s” (or with its phonetic twin, the “x), you have a choice: 

 
 

Tess’ glass is broken. 

The glass’ rim is broken. 
 
 
 
 Tess’s glass is broken. 

The glass’s rim is broken. 
 
 
 
 

Keep in mind that this is just a trend and not a hard and fast rule.  Americans can also 
use the spelling marked here as British. 

 
  

With compound nouns, the possessive is attached to the final word 
 

My sister-in-law’s job is in that building.  (just one sister-in-law) 
My sister-in-laws’ jobs are all in that building.  (the wives of your brothers) 

 
 

 
No apostrophe should be attached to possessive adjectives or possessive pronouns. 

 
His job is in jeopardy. 

This case isn’t mine, it’s hers. 
 
 
 

 To indicate contraction(s) 
 

You can’t imagine such a thing’ll ever take off.  That’s true, ain’t it? 
 

Stylistically speaking, contractions are inappropriate in formal writing, and should 
therefore not be used in a business context.  This guideline applies even to the most 
common of contractions, such as I’m or it’s. 

 
 If you are preparing the writing section of a major examination (the Cambridge 

exams; the American, London or Franco-British Chamber of Commerce exams; and 
the TOEFL, TOEIC and GMAT), please keep in mind that points will be deducted if you 
use contractions in a context in which they are appropriate. 

 
 

 To replace quotation marks/inverted commas (“  “) when these are already in use 
 

The speaker stated, “The chairman’s use of the word ‘obstruction’  
in reference to the unions was unfortunate.” 
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The apostrophes may even be placed very close to or directly next to the quotation 
marks/inverted commas: 
 

I can’t stand it when my secretary says, “But I never say ‘ain’t’.” 
 

 
 
 

 
 To form the plural of certain letters, numbers or symbols 

 
There were 1000’s of documents everywhere. 

A million is written with a 1 followed by six 0’s.  

My keyboard’s on the blink—it won’t write any more u’s. 

It’s much easier to type @’s on an American keyboard. 

In the U.S., you write the $’s in front of the numbers. 
 

This form is only used in the U.S. 
 
 
 
 

*    *    *    *    * 

“…“ Quotation Marks   /   Inverted Commas 
 

 Isolated 
 

Quotation marks / Inverted Commas are placed before and after quotations to indicate that 
the text was spoken, either by yourself or by someone else.  Their use, therefore, is reserved 
exclusively for dialog. 

 
John Cleese always used to say, “And now for something completely different.” 

“Give me that, right now!” shouted the woman. 
 

They can also be used, albeit more rarely, to indicate a word that, when spoken, would 
have been emphasized within the sentence by a slight hesitation before and after it. 

 
This means that the loss was hardly “slight” but more likely “catastrophic.” 

 
Attention should be paid, however, not to use this last example too frequently, as your 
reader may end up finding their use rather annoying. 
 

 The French version of this punctuation («    ») is not appropriate in English. 
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 In Combination  
 

If, in a dialog, you are called on to place a quotation inside another one, you must use 
apostrophes. 

 
My secretary confirmed what I had thought all along:    

“and then the union representative clearly said ‘strike’ in the elevator.” 
 
 

 With Other Punctuation  
 
Take a look at the above examples once again.  You should notice where to place the 
quotation marks with regard to other punctuation, i.e. always on the outside. 
 

 Too many “things” in a “sentence” surrounded by “parentheses” can make the sentence 
“very heavy” and “difficult” or “boring” to read. 

 
 

*    *    *    *    * 
 

(    ) Parentheses     /  Brackets 
 
Parentheses (sing.:  a parenthesis) are used for nonessential material that is too different from 
your main idea to be separated from it only by commas or dashes (see below).  Keep in mind 
that, from a stylistic point of view, information in parentheses can always be removed from a 
text without the deep meaning of the text being altered.  In other words, parenthetical 
information—that contained between the two parentheses—is almost always optional. 

 
We decided to meet at Foy’s, where the beers (and many say the customers) are always cheap 

and easy. 
 
 

 Again, too many parentheses equal a stylistic nightmare. 

 
*    *    *    *    * 
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- Hyphen 
 
The hyphen has several different uses, including one where there is a major difference between 
British and American English. 
 
 

 If You Split a Word Between Two Written Lines 
 

Some word processing programs will do this automatically, but you may also choose to tell it 
where to split words or in fact do it yourself.  Just remember—too many splits will confuse 
your reader. 
 

 We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalien-
able rights, that among these are 
life, liberty and the pursuit of hap-
piness. That to secure these rights, 
governments are instituted among 
men, deriving their just powers 
from the consent of the governed. 
That whenever any form of govern-
ment becomes destructive to these 
ends, it is the right of the people to 
alter or to abolish it, and to insti-
tute new government, laying its 
foundation on such principles and 
organizing its powers in such form, 
as to them shall seem most likely to 
effect their safety and happiness. 

The Declaration of Independence 

 

 
 

 When Writing Out Numbers 
 

Use a hyphen to indicate which groups of numbers work together as a compound number 
(one unit) either as an isolated figure or before each individual digit or multiple: 
 

Forty-six (isolated) 
Seven-hundred twenty (one unit + a multiple) 

Five thousand two-hundred eighty (one unit, two multiples)  
 
 
In addition to this, you may sometimes wish to indicate a continuity between numbers 
(pages, years, etc.), this continuity being indicated with the hyphen: 
 

Please read pages 125-39. 
Bill Clinton’s presidency covered the 1992-2000 period. 

Working hours are 9:00-5:00. 
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Should there occur a break in this continuity, you must show it somehow: 
 

Working hours in Corsica are 8:00-12:00 and 3:00-6:00. 
The enrollment period is December 20-23 and January 2-6. 

 
 

 To Avoid Awkward Spellings 
 

If something may be confusing or simply look bad—especially for combinations of letters 
which rarely exist in English—use a hyphen to separate one part from another: 
 

semi-automatic  Two vowels on separate syllables = unusual 

re-sign Meaning “sign again” and not “give one’s resignation” 

semi-independent 
re-elect 
co-organizer 

Two of the same vowel on separate syllables = inappropriate. 

ball-like Three L’s together are definitely a no-no. 

 
 

 With Certain Prefixes, Suffixes, Capitalizations or Individual Letter-Word 
Combinations 

 
Prefixes  

ex- Ex-husband, ex-wife, etc. 

self- Self-employed, self-assured, etc. 

mid- Mid-Atlantic states, mid-July, etc.  
Exception!  Midwest (has become a proper noun ) 

pre- 
post- 

Pre-Raphaelite 
Post-modern 

all- All-inclusive, all-England  

anti- Anti-terrorist, anti-American, etc. 
Please note:  Many of these combinations are dropping the 
hyphen, especially if they are used often.  Always consult a 
dictionary for proper spelling. 

neo- Neo-conservative, neo-ideological 

pro- Pro-American, pro-active, etc. 
Please note:  Write with a hyphen only when pro- signifies “in 
favor of.” 

vice- Vice-chairman, vice-president 
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Suffixes  

-elect Chairman-elect, president-elect 

-like Ball-like, tree-like 
 

Capitalizations  

non-European 
un-American 

Use a hyphen if the second word in a combination is 
capitalized. 

 

Letter Combinations  

T-shirt 
U-boat 
A-train 
G-string 

Here the hyphen will clearly distinguish the letter, which has 
its own meaning, from the word. 

 
 
 
 

 With Certain Adverb Combinations 
 

well- A well-done steak 

once- A once-popular novel 

more- 
less- 

More-likely solutions 
Less-abominable alternatives 

still- The still-available choice 

 
 

 To Indicate Separated Prefixes or Suffixes 
 

If you are quoting several prefixes or suffixes belonging to the same root, you end each 
prefix and begin each suffix with a hyphen: 
 

Politicians often like to cite trends such as liberalism, conservatism or any other –ism they 
can think of. 

These issues are bio-, eco- and geological. 
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 To Link Compound Words (1) 
 

If you want to combine two words into one (new) thought, use a hyphen to connect them: 
 

fund-raiser 
eye-opener 

scream-generator 
hunter-gatherer 

secretary-treasurer 
tonne-kilometre 

start-up 
lean-to 
add-on 

runner-up 
 

 Remember:  When in doubt, look up a word’s spelling in a good dictionary just to be 
sure. 

 
 
 

 To Link Compound Words (2) 
 

And now we come to our Anglo-American differences.  Sometimes you may combine two or 
more nouns together to use as an adjectival unit before the final noun.   In British English, 
you place a hyphen between all of the words making up the adjectival phrase.  In American 
English, you may do this, but are not required to. 
 

  

Centre-court action Center court action 

Real-estate licence Real estate license 

Politically-correct ideas Politically correct ideas 

  
Please keep in mind that in the United States it is not incorrect to spell these terms with a 
hyphen; it is only more natural for Americans to spell them without one.  Once again, do not 
hesitate turning to a printed or online dictionary in cases of doubt. 
 
 

*    *    *    *    * 

— Dash 
 
The dash is possibly the one punctuation mark that is very different from French.  In essence, 
you make use of a dash when you want to set off a text from the rest of the paragraph.  In terms 
of style and usage, it is situated exactly between commas and parentheses. 
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Pa

ss
ag

e 
se

pa
ra

te
d 

fr
om

 te
xt

 le
ss

  
This is, I believe, quite silly. 

 
This is—I believe—quite silly. 

 
This is (I believe) quite silly. 

 
 

 
Passage separated 

from
 text m

ore

 

 
You may separate an idea either at the beginning or end of your text with only one dash…: 
 

All in all this text had only one overall impact—being quite silly. 
Quite silly—that was the overall impact that this text had. 

 
…or in the middle, as indicated in the example. 
 
If you are using Microsoft Word, typing in two hyphens (below the 6 on a French keyboard) 
before a word will turn them automatically into a dash. 
 

*    *    *    *    * 
 

[   ] Brackets / Squared Brackets 
 
These punctuation marks are relatively rare in English outside of mathematics and computer 
programming languages.  They are used primarily in quotations to indicate one of three things: 
 

 Add Editorial Comments 
 

If a text that you are quoting is unclear or incomplete, you can finish it off with words 
between brackets: 
 

“This song is dedicated to Ella [Fitzgerald].” 

The French idea of stage [internship] is much more  
developed in Europe than in the U.S. 

One of Mozart’s more famous symphonies, no. 41,  
is cataloged as K[öchel] V[erzeichnis] 551. 

 
Some editorial comments may also be to indicate where the author of a quotation has made 
a mistake and not you in your quotation of his/her work: 
 

Stanley wrote that “they’re [sic] car broke down on the freeway.” 
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 In Tandem with Parentheses 
 

Use brackets to indicate a parenthetical passage inside another: 
 

The use of this technique (cf. Brown & Black [2004]) has already been proven to be 
erroneous. 

 
 

 Extraneous Text 
 

If part of your text is irrelevant to your meaning or could be too wordy, you use brackets to 
frame ellipses (see the next section, Ellipses) which indicate the space where the text has 
been deliberately taken out. 
 

*    *    *    *    * 
 

… Ellipses 
 
And now we come to one of the most abused and misused points of punctuation among French 
learners of English.  Ellipses or ellipsis (sing.) points in English are very different from in French, 
namely we use them much less often.  Frequently, when proof-reading or editing your own text, 
you may remove them entirely without degrading from—and most of the time actually 
improving—the accuracy and stylistic quality of your text. 
 

 
The only time we use ellipses in English is to indicate when part of a quotation has been 
omitted:

 

FULL TEXT QUOTED TEXT 

Jacques Chirac, during a press conference in 
Moscow organized by Vladimir Putin in the 
context of the G8 summit, stated his full 
support for a peaceful resolution to the 
conflict in Lebanon. 

Jacques Chirac, during a press conference in 
Moscow […], stated his full support for a 
peaceful resolution to the conflict in Lebanon. 

“The single most important item we’re looking 
at, and the one that could be a problem for 
the city, is turbidity,” testified Walter 
Mugdan, a local director of the Environmental 
Protection Agency, at a City Council hearing 
this spring. His office, the Division of 
Environmental Protection and Planning, will 
decide early next year whether the city’s water 
is clean and clear enough to avoid filtration 
for another five years.  

“The single most important item we’re looking 
at … is turbidity,” testified Walter Mugdan, a 
local director of the Environmental Protection 
Agency, at a City Council hearing this spring. 
His office … will decide early next year 
whether the city’s water is clean and clear 
enough to avoid filtration for another five 
years.  
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Shorter omissions do not need brackets; longer ones tend to use them, but this is not a hard 
and fast rule. 
 
 

 Taking Usage from French to English 
 

There are several different uses for ellipses in French which require reworking in English: 
 

• Implicit continuation of a list 

In English, you must indicate this using words and not only with ellipses.  You may 
wish to use “etc.” in your text, however many believe this abbreviation to be stylistic 
laziness.   
 
  
 

 
 

Some examples may require you to rewrite the sentence in English completely when 
compared to the French, so do not hesitate to do so. 

 
 

Il faut établir une liste de 
coordonnées : A1, B2, 

C3… 

A list of coordinates 
should be set up:  A1, B2, 

C3 and so on. 

• Understood or personal message 

This point is completely foreign to English punctuation, syntax, style and so on.  If 
you would like to indicate an understood (implicit) or personal message in a text, 
you have to do it using words, meaning that you will probably have to add another 
phrase, clause or sentence to indicate the personal nature of your comment. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Le message du président 
est très clair, enfin pour 

tous ceux qui sont « dans 
le coup »… 

The chairman’s message is 
quite clear for those lucky 
enough to be in on it.  All 
others will have to rely on 

their intuition. 

 

 How Not to Make a Mistake with Ellipses 
 
There is only one, easy, sure, reliable method in using ellipses in your writing in classes at 
the ESSEC group: 

 
When in doubt, leave them out! 

 

*    *    *    *    * 
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; Semi-Colon 
 
Once again, this punctuation mark can lead students of English in error, namely via 
overabundance or abuse.  See below for tips on how to avoid abusing this very useful 
punctuation mark. 
 
 

 Compound Sentences 
 

 Please refer to the Sentence Types handout to review the definition of compound 
sentences. 

 
A semi-colon is used to link two independent clauses in a compound sentence: 
 

The fire was raging hard when I arrived; no one could do anything about it. 
The papers are all ready for signature on your desk; please initial each one. 

These rules were set up for your benefit; the least you could do would be to comply with 
them. 

 
 
From a stylistic point of view, many of these independent clauses are usually too closely-
related to be full-fledged whole sentences.  This again is not a hard and fast rule, and is 
usually left up to the author’s discretion (or style). 
 
Bear in mind that the semi-colon replaces any/all need for linking words*, meaning that if 
you add one, the once whole independent clause becomes a sentence fragment* and 
therefore inappropriate. 
 
 

 Extended Lists 
 
Sometimes, a list can be used to provide a wealth of information.  In this case, you may wish 
to use semi-colons to separate the different elements of a list, especially if some of the list’s 
elements have to contain commas. 

Comma inside the clause 
 

Semi-colon to end the clause  
Tonight’s performers included:  Miles Davis, trumpet; Charlie Parker, saxophone;  

Buddy Rich, drums; and Lionel Hampton, vibraphone. 
 
 
Please note that this list contains a linking word* (“and”).  This is possible and even 
recommended, especially preceding the final element of the list. 
 
 

                                            
* See this handout for any questions. 
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Most other uses of semi-colons are inappropriate.  If you have any doubts, please consult an 
English teacher, so that s/he can give you the appropriate advice in your individual case. 
 

*    *    *    *    * 

: Colon 
 
The colon is used in one main context and one sub-context: 
 

 Following an Independent Clause 
 

• To develop or explain a closely-related idea developed in the independent clause 

You may wish to use a colon to write a longer parenthetical section without actually 
opening parentheses.  The colon therefore takes the place of a linking word.  Use 
this stylistic technique if you want to lighten your text, freeing it from too many 
linking words*. 
 

Please refer to the standard procedural guidelines:   
they are the only approved source of information. 

 
 
 

Substitute terms:  because, 
since, as, for, and so on 

• To list items (or choices, people, and so on) or introduce a series 

You will need the following supplies for your seminar: 
writing utensils, cardboard folders, paper folders,  

calculator, and USB flash key. 
 

In such a list, it is customary to include the coordinating conjunction and before the 
final item in the list to tell your reader that s/he has come to the end of the list. 

 
 

 Keep in mind that if several of your sentences contain extensive use of colons, they will 
make your text heavier and less readable.  To solve this problem you should review the 
section and remove the colons, favoring linking words or whole sentences (compound, 
complex or compound-complex). 
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 Writing Out Time   
 

Americans use a colon to separate the hours from the minutes when indicating time with 
numbers: 
 

Ms. Jones has taken the 10:30pm red-eye from San Francisco 
and will be getting into La Guardia at 5:50am. 

 
As you can see in the above example, colons are used in time expressions both as 
adjectives (the first) and nouns (the second).  
 

*    *    *    *    * 
 

/ (Forward) Slash 
 
The slash or forward slash provides the reader with a two-item choice or situation with two 
alternatives.  It can always be replaced by the conjunction or, and is most often seen in two 
specific contexts: 
 

• And/or 

As previously stated, bear in mind that this combination’s overuse will adversely 
affect readability in formal writing, except for legal English, where precision and 
accuracy are more important than readability or style. 
 

• Non-Sexist Language 

It is vital to avoid using masculine or feminine terms when alternatives are available.  
However, when none are, many writers—especially in the U.S.—prefer providing the 
reader with both alternatives: 
 

The reader may choose whichever option s/he wishes. 
It is entirely up to him/her. 

His/her choice will depend on sociological factors. 
 
Again, overuse of this combination will get boring very quickly.  If your text contains 
too many slashes, you should consider rewriting it. 
 
 

*    *    *    *    * 
 

\ Backward Slash 
 
The backward slash is used only in an I.T. context, and never in formal writing. 

 


