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			Introduction: Punctuation Is Easy, Except When It’s Not

			 

			Punctuate this:

			
				In general the writer who did well in college knows that a young aspiring middle grade novelist has an equally good reason to join the writers group because what it is is a line up of super creative people who for conscience sake treat it like a sub group of their audience to gauge the readers sensibilities and practice copy editing something they started in the 1960s and 70s because it was in the founders words far out

			

			Did you put a comma after in general? Did you put commas after writer, college, and group? Did you put apostrophes in conscience’, readers’, ’70s, and founder’s? Did you put hyphens in middle-grade, super-creative, and sub-group? Did you put an em dash before something? Did you put quotation marks around “far out.” and insert a period between the word out and the closing quotation mark?

			If so, your passage probably looks a lot like this:

			
				In general, the writer, who did well in college, knows that a young aspiring middle-grade novelist has an equally good reason to join the writers’ group, because what it is is a line up of super-creative people who for conscience’ sake treat it like a sub-group of their audience to gauge the readers’ sensibilities and practice copy editing—something they started in the 1960s and ’70s because it was, in the founder’s words, “far out.”

			

			And you might think your polished, carefully punctuated passage is perfect. But you’d be wrong.

			The Chicago Manual of Style says your copy editing should be copyediting. Then there’s your punctuation of “far out.” Most editors outside the United States would swap the places of your period and closing quotation mark.

			Also, your punctuation marks could be creating factual errors. The writer, who did well in college, refers to someone different than the writer who did well in college. That comma changes the identity of the subject and even the number of people it represents because the writer who did well in college can refer to every writer who did well in college.

			Are you really sure that just one founder called it far out? Or could those be the founders’ words? How sure are you that you’re talking about the readers’ sensibilities and not the reader’s sensibilities? Are you certain you want to leave line up as two words? Are you confident that an em dash is a better choice for setting off that final thought than parentheses or a colon? How would you explain your choice to leave a comma out of what it is is?

			How would you feel if, after leaving a comma out of young aspiring middle-grade novelist, you saw a highly respected publication use the same phrase except with a comma after young?

			On the surface, punctuation is simple stuff: a system of clear, well-documented rules we all learned in school. But when you sit down to write an article or a story or a business email or a blog post, suddenly it’s not so simple. One after another, situations arise in which the basic rules you thought you knew are no help at all. If you start looking for answers, it can get even more confusing. One of the most well-respected and influential style guides in the country will tell you to put just one comma in red, white and blue. But if you take that as gospel, you’ll be lost when you notice that nearly every book you pick up prefers to throw in another comma before the and, writing it red, white, and blue.

			And heaven help you if you start paying attention to how professional editors use hyphens.

			The truth is, punctuation can be very difficult. Professional writers don’t know it all. Even professional editors look things up, debate them with colleagues, and are sometimes still left guessing.

			No one knows everything there is to know about every punctuation mark, and no one is expected to. But that leaves any amateur or professional writer to ask: So what am I expected to know? Will I look stupid if I put a comma here or an apostrophe there? Or do even professional editors share my confusion on this matter?

			A lot of people assume that there’s a single correct answer for every punctuation conundrum. Either a comma belongs in a certain spot or it doesn’t. Either the possessive of James is formed by adding an apostrophe plus an s, or it’s formed by adding the apostrophe alone.

			The good news here is also the bad news: Often there’s more than one right answer. Whether to use a certain punctuation mark can be a matter of choice—the writer’s way of emphasizing meaning, creating rhythm, or making the words more pleasing to the eye. Other times these questions boil down to a matter of style—the kind with a capital S that’s laid down by one of the publishing world’s official playbooks. Still, other times there is only one correct choice, and if you fail to choose it, you can inadvertently change your meaning.

			The goal of this book is to let you punctuate every sentence, even those that fall into the gray areas of punctuation rules or style differences, with complete confidence.

			What Is Style?

			In editing, style refers to the guidelines laid out by authorities like The Associated Press Stylebook, The Chicago Manual of Style, the Modern Language Association, the American Psychological Association, and any of the countless different in-house rules of specific publications and publishers. For example, large papers including The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times have their own in-house style guides that cover a broad range of issues, including grammar, word usage, and capitalization. But they also contain punctuation rules, and on these rules, the major guides often disagree. For example, for much of its history The New York Times put apostrophes in decades: 1970’s, 1980’s. Most other publications do not, clearly stating it should be 1970s, 1980s, and so on. The Los Angeles Times had its own rules for how to write African American, Asian American, and similar terms that, for years, ran contrary to AP style and Chicago. Now those styles agree with the Los Angeles Times that there’s no hyphen in African American, etc.

			Book publishing often writes its own rules, too, and these can be even more specific than newspapers’ in-house guides. Though most book editing follows The Chicago Manual of Style, book copy editors regularly create style sheets designed to govern a single book. These style sheets document the copy editor’s decisions on highly specific matters of punctuation as well as spelling and word choice—matters that may not be mentioned in the dictionary or the style guide—to assure that they’re handled consistently throughout the book. For example, a copy editor has to make a judgment call about whether a compound like green farming procedures requires a hyphen, and then note it on the style sheet to make sure it’s handled the same way throughout the book. Similarly, a style sheet for a novel in George R. R. Martin’s Song of Ice and Fire series would probably note that the books use the variant spelling grey to the preferred American spelling of gray and that ser and pease are to be used in place of sir and peas.

			Dictionaries pile on another layer of complexity. They disagree on many matters, especially the age-old conundrum of whether a term like underway or facelift should be hyphenated, one word, or two words. What most people don’t know is that major style guides usually specify which dictionary users must follow. The Chicago Manual of Style suggests users refer to Merriam-Webster.com for all matters not specifically mentioned in the style guide. AP used to tell followers to fall back on Webster’s New World College Dictionary but in 2024 decided to switch to the same Merriam-Webster that the Chicago Manual uses. The result? Fewer disagreements and more consistency on matters like health care, which many newspapers previously wrote healthcare. Still, individual publications’ house style guides may differ, and even AP and the Chicago Manual sometimes disagree with their own designated dictionary.

			For the writer, this can add up to some serious confusion. You could see green-farming procedures with a hyphen in one publication on the same day you see it without a hyphen in another. Unless you understand style differences and the subtle art of punctuation, you’re left to assume that one must be wrong. Because you don’t know which one, you don’t know how you should write it.

			This book attempts to provide answers for users in every punctuation situation in any of four major styles: book style, as reflected by The Chicago Manual of Style; news style, as indicated by Associated Press Stylebook; science style, as influenced by the American Psychological Association; and academic style, as outlined by the Modern Language Association. AP, Chicago, and APA all follow Merriam-Webster’s dictionary; MLA does not designate a dictionary.

			Business writing often reflects news style, especially in press-release writing. For that reason it’s recommended that business writers consider following news style.

			Whenever a matter is so murky that the style guides and dictionaries provide no definitive answers, we turn to a Punctuation Panel—made up of professional copy editors working in news media and book publishing—for their opinions on how they would punctuate specific terms and sentences. Panel preferences are marked with the symbol ✚. The panelists were asked what they would do in each situation if they were editing the passage in question. As you will see, sometimes all the panelists agreed, sometimes a majority preferred a certain option, and sometimes the panel split, illustrating how professional editors respond when they have to rely on their own judgment. These Punctuation Panel decisions are offered as options, not recommendations. After you’ve seen what these working pros would do, feel free to decide for yourself.

			The goal is to show you every possible way to do it right so you can feel confident that you’re making the best choice for your own writing.

		

	
		
			How to Use This Book

			 

			This guide aims to be a comprehensive punctuation resource for all writers. Chapters discussing a single punctuation mark explain the basic rules of its usage. Rules that apply in all four of the major editing styles contain no symbol. Rules that vary from style to style use symbols to indicate the right choice for a specific type of writer:

			
				B Book-editing style, recommended for fiction writers, authors of nonfiction books, and writers of articles for popular magazines. These recommendations are based largely on the recommendations of The Chicago Manual of Style and its designated reference books, including Merriam-Webster.

				N News media and business writing style, based primarily on the Associated Press Stylebook and Merriam-Webster.

				S Science style, based on the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association and Merriam-Webster.

				A Academic style, recommended for college papers and academic articles and based on the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers.

			

			For example, you will see this in the discussion of the serial comma:

			
				B S A When the final item in the series of words or phrases is preceded by a coordinating conjunction, especially and, insert a serial comma before the conjunction.

			

			
				They play football, basketball, and soccer.

			

			
				N When the final item in the series of words or phrases is preceded by a coordinating conjunction, especially and, do not insert a serial comma before the conjunction.

			

			
				They play football, basketball and soccer.

			

			These symbols are also used in the “Punctuation A to Z” section, where you will see notations like these:

			
				half dollar B

				half-dollar N S

			

			When a style guide contains no guidance on a subject, it is excluded, as academic style is excluded from the half dollar example above. When a style guide does not state a guideline outright yet nonetheless reveals a preference (including when evidenced in how the guide itself was edited), it is noted.

			Preferences of the Punctuation Panel are indicated with the ✚ symbol.

			The punctuation guidelines in this book emphasize American style, which differs from British style most notably in that, in American style, a period or comma always comes before a closing quotation mark.

			Part II, Punctuation A to Z, provides an at-a-glance reference for punctuating commonly confused words and terms, as well as glossary-type entries on terms relevant to punctuation.
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				Guidelines
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				Apostrophe

			
			Apostrophes have two main jobs: They show possession, and they indicate omitted letters or numbers.

			Further, major style guides allow you to use an apostrophe to form a plural when failure to do so could create confusion. For example, book, news, and academic editing styles advocate using apostrophes when making plurals out of letters, as in mind your p’s and q’s.

			Following are the basic rules for using apostrophes, followed by a list of style-specific exceptions.

			Apostrophe to Show Possession

			Most Singular Nouns

			 

			To form the possessive of a singular noun not ending in s, including proper names, add an apostrophe plus an s. Follow this practice of adding an apostrophe plus s even if the word ends in x, z, ce, ch, or sh.

			
				the cat’s tail

				the ax’s blade

				the hatch’s handle

				the fish’s origins

				Emily’s grades

				mace’s properties

				the quiz’s questions

			

			Singular Common Nouns Ending in s

			 

			B N S To form the possessive of a singular common noun ending in s, add an apostrophe plus s.

			
				the bass’s mouth

				the boss’s sister

				the hostess’s station

			

			
				A To form the possessive of a singular common noun ending in s, add an apostrophe only.

			

			
				the bass’ mouth

			

			Singular Proper Nouns Ending in s

			 

			To form the possessive of a singular proper noun (name) ending in s…

			
				B S A add an apostrophe plus s.

			

			
				James’s house

				Serena Williams’s victory

			

			
				N add only an apostrophe.

			

			
				James’ house

				Serena Williams’ victory

			

			Plural Nouns Ending in s

			 

			To form the possessive of a plural noun ending in s, add only the apostrophe.

			
				the cats’ tails

				the girls’ grades

				my grandparents’ house

				 the Smiths’ yard

			

			Plural Nouns Not Ending in s

			 

			To form the possessive of an irregular plural noun that does not end in s, add an apostrophe plus s.

			
				the children’s nap time

				the women’s restroom

				the geese’s migration

				the data’s implications

			

			Plurals of Family Names

			 

			A note of caution about plurals of family names: Though last names are subject to the same rules as those laid out above, they account for a surprising number of apostrophe errors. It’s common to see such errors as Happy holidays from the Smith’s, We’ll see you at the Miceli’s house, and Have you met the Norris’s daughter?

			There’s no mystery to getting these right. The basic rules of plurals and possessives apply. So the errors, which likely occur as a result of confusion, can be avoided simply by proceeding with caution. First, identify whether you’re referring to one person or more—that is, a singular or a plural.

			
				Mr. Smith plus Mrs. Smith equals two Smiths.

				Bob Wilson plus Sue Wilson together are the Wilsons.

			

			Names that end in s and similar sounds are the same except that they often use es to form the plural (just as many common nouns do: one boss, two bosses; one latch, two latches).

			
				one Norris, two Norrises

				one Walsh, two Walshes

				Bob Thomas and Sue Thomas are the Thomases

				Venus Williams and Serena Williams are Williamses

			

			Once you have identified whether you’re dealing with a singular like Smith or Williams or a plural like Smiths or Williamses, simply apply the basic rules of possessive formation: Add apostrophe plus s for a singular or add an apostrophe only for a plural.

			
				The Smiths live in the Smiths’ house.

				I will visit Mr. Smith’s house.

				Bob and Sue Thomas live in the Thomases’ house.

				Bob Thomas’s house is on the corner.

				We’re visiting the home of the Walshes, so we’ll see you at the Walshes’ house.

				We’ll see you at Ms. Walsh’s house.

				Two Williamses are together researching the Williamses’ ancestry.

			

			
				
					
						
								
								Apostrophes with Proper Names

							
						

						
								
								
								Name not ending in s

							
								
								Name ending in s

							
						

						
								
								Singular Possessive

							
								
								Brian’s 
That is Brian’s hat.

								Smith’s 
That is Mr. Smith’s car.

								Chavez’s 
That is Mr. Chavez’s car.

								Miceli’s 
That is Mr. Miceli’s car.

							
								
								B S A 
James’s That is James’s car.

								N James’ 
That is James’ car.

								B S A Jones’s 
That is Mr. Jones’s car.

								N Jones’ 
That is Mr. Jones’ car.

							
						

						
								
								Plural

							
								
								Brians 
There are two Brians in my class.

								Smiths 
There are two Smiths in my class.

								Chavezes 
There are two Chavezes in my class.

								Micelis 
There are two Micelis in my class.

							
								
								Jameses 
There are two Jameses in my class.

								Joneses 
There are two Joneses in my class.

							
						

						
								
								Plural Possessive

							
								
								Brians’ 
Both Brians’ test scores were high.

								Smiths’ 
We visited the Smiths’ house.

								Chavezes’ 
Both Chavezes’ test scores were high.

								Micelis’ 
We visited the Micelis’ house.

							
								
								Jameses’ 
Both Jameses’ test scores were high.

								Joneses’ 
We visited the Joneses’ house.

							
						

					
				

			

			No Apostrophe in Possessive Its

			 

			Perhaps the most common punctuation error stems from confusion about it’s and its. People often erroneously assume that it’s is possessive because other possessive forms take apostrophe plus s: the dog’s tail, the house’s roof, the book’s cover. But the correct possessive form is its, with no apostrophe. Just as the possessives hers, his, ours, and theirs never take apostrophes, neither does the possessive its: The dog wagged its tail.

			No Apostrophe in Possessive His, Hers, Yours, Theirs, or Ours

			 

			These possessive forms never take an apostrophe: The job is hers. Instead of my car, we will take yours or theirs.

			Exceptions to the Basic Rules for Forming Possessives

			 

			
				B A singular word that ends in s and that doesn’t change in the plural, such as politics, forms the possessive with an apostrophe only in both its singular and its plural forms: politics’ repercussions, economics’ failings, this species’ peculiar traits, those species’ peculiar traits.

				B A place, organization, or publication with a name that ends with a plural word ending in s takes only an apostrophe: United States’ boundaries, Chino Hills’ location, Better Homes & Gardens’ illustrations.

				B For…sake expressions that contain a singular noun ending in s, such as goodness, can take an apostrophe only: for goodness’ sake, for righteousness’ sake. (But note that words that end in ce, x, or other letters that create an s sound are punctuated normally, with an apostrophe plus an s: expedience’s sake, appearance’s sake.)

				N For…sake expressions that contain a singular noun ending in ce, such as convenience, take an apostrophe only: for conscience’ sake, for appearance’ sake.

				B For all singular words ending in s, book style users can follow an alternative practice of applying the apostrophe only: James’ house, Serena Williams’ victory.

			

			Shared vs. Independent Possessives

			 

			Whenever two or more nouns share possession of something, only the last noun takes the apostrophe and s.

			
				Bob and Jane’s house

				Bob and Jane’s friends (the friends belong to both Bob and Jane)

			

			Whenever each noun possesses something independently, each gets its own apostrophe and s.

			
				Bob’s and Jane’s jobs

				Bob’s and Jane’s friends (Bob and Jane have different friends)

			

			Quasi Possessives

			 

			Quasi possessives are terms like a week’s vacation, two days’ notice, a dollar’s worth, and your money’s worth. These expressions are punctuated as possessives, taking an apostrophe.

			Possessives of Compound Terms

			 

			In multiword units such as anyone else, everyone else, teacher’s aide, attorney general, brother-in-law, queen mother, major general, and student driver, the possessive is applied to the last word.

			
				anyone else’s family

				everyone else’s experience

				the attorney general’s case

				my brother-in-law’s attitude

				the teacher’s aide’s schedule

				the queen mother’s duties

				the major general’s quarters

				the student driver’s experience

			

			The same rule applies if the compound is plural: Simply put the possessive on the last word, regardless of which word takes the plural.

			
				the major generals’ quarters (quarters belonging to two or more major generals)

				the student drivers’ experience (the experience of two or more student drivers)

				the attorneys general’s responsibilities (the responsibilities of two or more attorneys general)

				my brothers-in-law’s attitudes (the attitudes of two or more brothers-in-law)

				the teacher’s aides’ schedules (schedules of two or more aides working for single teacher)

				the teachers’ aides’ schedules (schedules of two or more aides working for two or more teachers)

			

			Note that attorney general, brother-in-law, and similar terms like passerby form the plural by adding s to the first part of the term: one attorney general, two attorneys general; one passerby, two passersby. But this does not change the method for making them possessive. Regardless of which part of the term was made plural, the possessive marker still is placed at the end of the term: attorneys general’s, passersby’s.

			Possessive vs. Adjective Forms

			 

			If you’ve ever noticed teachers union, homeowners policy, couples massage, farmers market, or a similar term without an apostrophe, you may have assumed it was an error. But it was likely deliberate. Especially in news style, publications often opt to interpret teachers, farmers, etc. not as possessors but as adjectives (also called attributive forms). This is as much for aesthetic reasons as logical ones: Some editors feel that the apostrophe clutters up the page and disrupts visual flow.

			Logically, the difference between farmers’ market and farmers market is that the apostrophe suggests the market is owned by the farmers whereas the absence of the apostrophe suggests the market is about the farmers. In many of these cases, the writer is free to choose either interpretation. But for certain terms, including farmers market, workers’ compensation, and teachers college, editing styles have special rules. See individual entries in “Punctuation A to Z.”

			Note that only plurals that end in s offer this option. Irregular plurals like men, women, children, sheep, and deer must take an apostrophe and s in these types of constructions:

			
				Right: a children’s hospital

				Wrong: a childrens hospital

				Wrong: a children hospital

				Right: the men’s department

				Wrong: the mens department

				Wrong: the men department

			

			The indefinite articles a and an before a plural usually preclude the possessive.

			
				Right: a Cubs game

				Wrong: a Cubs’ game

			

			This is because indefinite articles usually modify the same word that a possessive is modifying. So writing a Cubs’ game would pose the same logical problem as a Dave’s car or a Jane’s house.

			The definite article the, however, leaves open both options. The Cubs game could refer to the game that’s modified by Cubs as an adjective. But The Cubs’ game suggests the game belongs to the Cubs. So either form could be used.

			
				✚ Punctuation Panel preferences for singular possessive, plural possessive, or attributive forms varied depending on the exact term. The following panel choices can serve as guidelines:

			

			
				Check your homeowner’s policy.

				Consult the owner’s manual.

				They had a girls’ night out.

				Ask about the chocolate lover’s package. (majority preference)

				Welcome to fashion lovers’ paradise. (majority preference)

				They got new logos for the boys’ team. (majority preference)

				They formed a teachers’ union. (book style experts’ preference)

				They formed a teachers union. (news style experts’ preference)

				He joined a taxpayers’ association. (book style experts’ preference)

				He joined a taxpayers association. (news style experts’ preference)

				We go to the weekly farmers’ market. (book style experts’ preference)

				We go to the weekly farmers market. (news style experts’ preference)

			

			Possessive with Gerund

			 

			Choosing whether to use an apostrophe and s in a sentence like I appreciated Bob’s visiting or instead write it I appreciated Bob visiting can be difficult. The form with the apostrophe and s is sometimes called the possessive with gerund. The form without has been called the fused participle.

			The form with the apostrophe and s has historically been the preferred form of writing experts, many of whom have condemned the one without the apostrophe as incorrect. The major editing styles do not contain specific rules for choosing one of these forms, though book style does note that the possessive with gerund form is a legitimate choice.

			For a simple, safe guideline that can help you avoid criticism, consider this policy: Opt for the possessive form whenever possible.

			
				I enjoyed Bob’s visiting.

				I appreciate your taking the time to meet with me.

				I appreciate his helping me with my homework.

				Jane’s ascending to the CEO position will be good for the company.

				Our getting along is important.

				The teacher’s shouting got their attention.

			

			Double Possessives

			 

			Terms structured like a friend of Bob’s are called double possessives or sometimes

			
				
				
			

			Apostrophes in Contractions and to Indicate Other Omitted Characters

			 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
			

			Contracted vs. Possessive ’s

			 

			
			
				
			

			The Direction of the Apostrophe

			
			
				
			

			
			Capitalizing a Sentence That Begins with an Apostrophe

			
			Apostrophes to Prevent Confusion When Forming Plurals

			
			
			Apostrophes in Plurals of Letters

			 

			
			
				
				
			

			No Apostrophe in Plurals of Numbers

			 

			
			Proper Names Containing a Possessive Apostrophe

			
			Plural

			 

			
			
				
				
			

			Singular Possessive

			 

			
			
				
				
			

			Plural Possessive

			 

			
			
				
				
			

			Abbreviations as Verbs

			
			
				
			

			Apostrophes with Other Punctuation
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