
2 English Writing Mechanics: Writer’s Handbook

I End punctuation marks

1 Period ( . )

The British call a period a full stop or a full point. A period has four functions.

1) As end-up signal
—used to signal the end of a declarative or imperative sentence, or a fragment understood 

as a sentence

James Naismith invented the game of basketball. (declarative)

She asked the assistant if they had some other patterns she could choose from. 
(declarative with an indirect question)

Take this medicine three times a day. (imperative)

Right away. (understood as a sentence)

Note: 

a. A short parenthetical sentence within another has no capital and no period.

The appeal of this cereal (millions start their day with it) is well established 
by its sales record.

b. Periods, rather than exclamation points, are appropriate for imperative sentences 
whenever their emotional force is not particularly strong.

Come in, please.

Pass me the red pen.

Follow me. 

Please shut the door.

Remember to pick me up at 9 tomorrow morning.

What a beautiful sunset.
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c. Courtesy questions are usually followed by periods though they may also be 
followed by question marks.

Will you return this copy as soon as possible. (Will you = Please)

2) As omission signal
—used after initials and most abbreviations

Mr. Ms. Mrs. Jr. Dr. Ph.D a.m. p.m. A.M.
P.M. A.D. B.C. P. 30 No. 8 etc. e.g. vs. i.e.
ibid. M.B.A. C.E. B.C.E. U.S.A. U.K. P. R. China Oct.
H. L. Mathews St. Paul  Mass. Jan.

Note: 

a. Increasingly, abbreviations made up of the first letters of words that name 
organizations are written without periods.

UN TV VOA BBC WTO CBS
CIA EPA FBI IRS JFK YMCA

b. Periods are never used for acronyms, abbreviations which can be pronounced as 
words.

ROM  OPEC  NATO  AIDS  NASA  TOEFL  UNESCO

c. Periods are often omitted after many technical abbreviations, such as the two-
letter abbreviations of state names suggested by the American Postal Service (see 
Abbreviations of American State Names at the back of the book), and units of measure, 
with the exception of in. (inch), and at. wt. (atomic weight) to avoid ambiguity.

Hal C. Johnson IV, who lives 50 mi away in Sacramento, CA, won’t be 
present.

d. For some certain abbreviations, the American style displays a more pronounced 
tendency to retain the periods that the British regard as optional, such as eg, and ie. 
The British even address Mr. Mayor Mr Mayor, and Dr. Thatcher Dr Thatcher.
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3) As decimal marker
—used to mark decimals

Pi can be rounded off to 3.141592.

4) As separator
—used after numerals and number-functioning letters to separate them from the text in 

outline and enumeration

Culture Shock

I. 
 1. 
 2. 
  A. 
  B. 
   a. 
   b. 
II. 

Practice

1. Add periods where they are needed, and remove those which do not belong.

“Educator methods,” such as not buying toys for children who act up. Do not always 

work. I personally think that even though parents teach their children many things. They 

should act like teachers all the time. After my “educator methods” failed. I spent some quality 

one-on-one time with my daughter with NO lecturing about her behavior, for example, we 

went out for ice cream. While we sat and ate. We spent a long time watching other people 

and talking about the things around us, then we went to a bookstore where she looked for 

a book to buy, it took her a long time, but I was patient. We fi nally bought her a book and 

fi nished our outing together, at the end. We decided to have similar outings once a month. 

Because it really was fun. My main goal was to let her know I love her.

2. Copy a paragraph from one of your textbooks, omitting all periods and all capital letters 

which begin sentences. Try to punctuate the paragraph correctly, capitalizing words as 

needed. Check your newly-punctuated paragraph with the original, noting particularly 

where your version and the book’s version differ.

Key

1.  “Educator methods,” such as not buying toys for children who act up, do not 

always work. I personally think that even though parents teach their children many 

things, they should act like teachers all the time. After my “educator methods” failed, 

I spent some quality one-on-one time with my daughter with NO lecturing about her 

behavior. For example, we went out for ice cream. While we sat and ate, we spent 

a long time watching other people and talking about the things around us. Then we 

went to a bookstore where she looked for a book to buy. It took her a long time, but I 

was patient. We fi nally bought her a book and fi nished our outing together. At the end, 

we decided to have similar outings once a month, because it really was fun. My main 

goal was to let her know I love her.

2 Question mark ( ? )

A question mark has two functions.

1) Used after every direct question, including a short within-sentence 
parenthetical question

Is there a better explanation?

What will you contribute?

He asked himself, “Is this the best of all possible words?”

Help her, won’t you?

Someone once remarked (wasn’t it Mark Twain?) that old second-hand diamonds 
are better than no diamonds at all.

Note: 

a. An indirect question is followed by a period instead of a question mark. 

They wanted to know what I had been doing since I graduated.

b. A polite request is usually followed by a period rather than a question mark. (See 
also Note for the period.)

Will you please close the window.
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Key

1.  “Educator methods,” such as not buying toys for children who act up, do not 

always work. I personally think that even though parents teach their children many 

things, they should act like teachers all the time. After my “educator methods” failed, 

I spent some quality one-on-one time with my daughter with NO lecturing about her 

behavior. For example, we went out for ice cream. While we sat and ate, we spent 

a long time watching other people and talking about the things around us. Then we 

went to a bookstore where she looked for a book to buy. It took her a long time, but I 

was patient. We fi nally bought her a book and fi nished our outing together. At the end, 

we decided to have similar outings once a month, because it really was fun. My main 

goal was to let her know I love her.

2 Question mark ( ? )

A question mark has two functions.

1) Used after every direct question, including a short within-sentence 
parenthetical question

Is there a better explanation?

What will you contribute?

He asked himself, “Is this the best of all possible words?”

Help her, won’t you?

Someone once remarked (wasn’t it Mark Twain?) that old second-hand diamonds 
are better than no diamonds at all.

Note: 

a. An indirect question is followed by a period instead of a question mark. 

They wanted to know what I had been doing since I graduated.

b. A polite request is usually followed by a period rather than a question mark. (See 
also Note for the period.)

Will you please close the window.
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c. A statement of fact can be changed into a question when it implies a doubt; 
therefore, a question mark is used to end it.

You cleaned the room this morning? (I can hardly believe it myself.)

Five dollars are enough? (I don’t think so.)

d. A question mark is used to punctuate each element of an interrogative series that is 
neither numbered nor lettered; however, only one such mark punctuates a numbered 
or lettered interrogative series.

Can you contribute your time? your talent? your money? 

Can you contribute (1) your time, (2) your talent, (3) your money?

2) Used within parentheses to express the writer’s uncertainty about the 
correctness of some facts

The author of this strange book was born in 1078 (?) and died in 1135.

Her funny (?) stories were more effective than any sleeping pills.

Practice

Add question marks where they are needed, and remove those which do not belong. 

Have you ever considered a career as a taster. Many companies employ tasters to 

determine whether their product can successfully compete with the competitor’s. A taster 

must fi rst ask himself or herself, “Is the fl avor of this product appealing?” He or she must also 

decide whether the texture of the product is pleasing. If the taster’s assessment proves to be 

wrong, what are the consequences. Suppose a taster decides that a new kind of bread is the 

best he has ever tasted, and urges his company to market a large quantity of it? If shoppers 

do not agree with the taster, they will not buy the product. If they will not buy it, how will the 

company make money?

Key

Have you ever considered a career as a taster? Many companies employ tasters to 

determine whether their product can successfully compete with the competitor’s. A taster 

must fi rst ask himself or herself, “Is the fl avor of this product appealing?” He or she must 

also decide whether the texture of the product is pleasing. If the taster’s assessment 

proves to be wrong, what are the consequences? Suppose a taster decides that a new 

kind of bread is the best he has ever tasted, and urges his company to market a large 

quantity of it. If shoppers do not agree with the taster, they will not buy the product. If they 

will not buy it, how will the company make money?

3 Exclamation point ( ! )

Exclamation points are usually used after expressions, even in a parenthetical way, to 
show strong feelings or emotions.

Help! Help!

Wow! What a strange hat!

The computer (!) made a mistake.

God bless you!

Note: 

a. A statement of fact or a question can be changed into an exclamation when it implies 
a surprise, and thus an exclamation point is used to end it.

The gift cost a staggering $30, 000!

What have you done!

b. Do not overuse exclamation points. Exclamation points are like hot peppers: Too 
many is much worse than none at all.

I got a bicycle three years ago! It was a used one, so I saved money on it! 
At fi rst I found pedaling quite hard because I was not in good shape. But 
now I ride my bike everywhere! It has become my constant companion!
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Have you ever considered a career as a taster? Many companies employ tasters to 

determine whether their product can successfully compete with the competitor’s. A taster 

must fi rst ask himself or herself, “Is the fl avor of this product appealing?” He or she must 

also decide whether the texture of the product is pleasing. If the taster’s assessment 

proves to be wrong, what are the consequences? Suppose a taster decides that a new 

kind of bread is the best he has ever tasted, and urges his company to market a large 

quantity of it. If shoppers do not agree with the taster, they will not buy the product. If they 

will not buy it, how will the company make money?

3 Exclamation point ( ! )

Exclamation points are usually used after expressions, even in a parenthetical way, to 
show strong feelings or emotions.

Help! Help!

Wow! What a strange hat!

The computer (!) made a mistake.

God bless you!

Note: 

a. A statement of fact or a question can be changed into an exclamation when it implies 
a surprise, and thus an exclamation point is used to end it.

The gift cost a staggering $30, 000!

What have you done!

b. Do not overuse exclamation points. Exclamation points are like hot peppers: Too 
many is much worse than none at all.

I got a bicycle three years ago! It was a used one, so I saved money on it! 
At fi rst I found pedaling quite hard because I was not in good shape. But 
now I ride my bike everywhere! It has become my constant companion!
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Practice

Supply commas, periods, question marks, and exclamation points in the following dialogue. 

Try to place punctuation marks correctly in relation to quotation marks. You may come back 

to check up after you have learned where to locate other punctuation marks when there are 

quotation marks.

  1) “The play may begin at any moment” I said
  2) “It may have begun already” Susan answered
  3) I hurried to the ticket offi ce “May I have two tickets please” I asked
  4) “I’m sorry we’ve sold out” the girl said
  5) “What a pity” Susan exclaimed
  6) Just then a man hurried to the ticket offi ce
  7) “Can I return these two tickets” he asked
  8) “Certainly” the girl said
  9) I went back to the ticket offi ce at once
10) “Could I have those two tickets please” I asked
11) “Certainly” the girl said “but they are for next Wednesday’s performance Do you still 

want them”
12) “I might as well have them” I said sadly

Key

  1) “The play may begin at any moment,” I said.

  2) “It may have begun already,” Susan answered.

  3) I hurried to the ticket offi ce. “My I have two tickets please?” I asked.

  4) “I’m sorry, we’ve sold out,” the girl said.

  5) “What a pity!” Susan exclaimed.

  6) Just then, a man hurried to the ticket offi ce.

  7) “Can I return these two tickets?” he asked.

  8) “Certainly,” the girl said.

  9) I went back to the ticket offi ce at once.

10) “Could I have those two tickets please?” I asked.

11) “Certainly,” the girl said, “but they are for next Wednesday’s performance. Do you still 

want them?”

12) “I might as well have them,” I said sadly.

II Internal punctuation marks

1 Comma ( ，)

Comma functions mainly in six ways.

1) As introducer
—used after introductory words, phrases, clauses, or appositives

 Words: However, most people speak highly of business executives, believing 
them to be rich and successful with happy lives.

  Recently, broadcasts of the show were extended into nine other 
countries in West and Central Africa.

  Well , apparently she’s had enough of her major and she’s heading 
off to fi nance.

 Phrases: In conclusion , I would like to thank all those who have worked so 
hard to bring about this result.

  To be frank , I’d rather wear a T-shirt than a suit.

  Pressing my ear to the hole , I could hear what they were talking 
about in the room.

  To save time , my paper was written on a computer.

 Clauses: After the months passed , her expressions and gestures receded 
from his mind.

  As far as I know, she’s one of the swimmers on the team.

 Appositives: One researcher, the widely respected R. S. Smith, has shown that 
a child’s performance on IQ tests can be very inconsistent. 

  A Nobel Prize winner, the novelist was warmly acclaimed in the 
English-speaking world.




