Frequently Asked Questions

How do I know when to use a semicolon instead of a comma? 
Knowing when to use a semicolon instead of a comma can be difficult; understanding the purpose of each might be a good place to start unraveling the confusion.
· Commas are used to help guide readers, creating pauses that make a sentence’s intended meaning easier to understand. Let’s contemplate the following sentence from Hacker’s (2007) text, A Writer’s Reference: 
“While we were eating a rattlesnake approached our campsite” (p. 259). 
What’s happening at the campsite? Are the campers eating the rattlesnake? Is the rattlesnake approaching the campsite? Without the correct punctuation, the sentence could be confusing; with the correct punctuation, the intended meaning of the sentence becomes clear: “While we were eating, a rattlesnake approached our campsite.” 
· Semicolons are often used to link two related and complete sentences. Connecting sentences using a semicolon, rather than separating them using a period, can help a reader see just how closely the two thoughts are connected. 
A writer does have some choices, but it’s important to understand that incorrect use of either a comma or semicolon can garble the meaning of the writer’s message and hinder the reader’s understanding. So, let’s review some examples that might help make your decisions more clear. 
What exactly is a run-on sentence, and how can it be avoided? 
 According to Hacker (2007), 
Run-on sentences are independent clauses that have not been joined correctly. An independent clause is a word group that can stand alone as a sentence. When two independent clauses appear in one sentence, they must be joined in one of these ways: 

· with a comma and a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet)

· with a semicolon (or occasionally with a colon or dash) (p. 210). 
So, it is possible to dodge the dreaded run-on sentence! Let’s review an example: 

Incorrect: Dogs are great companions they are often considered man’s best friend. 
Above, two independent clauses are put together, creating a run-on sentence:

· Independent clause: Dogs are great companions.

· Independent clause: They are often considered man’s best friend. 
Correct: Dogs are great companions, so they are often considered man’s best friend. 

Above, two independent clauses are joined with a comma and the word so, which is a coordinating conjunction. It is important to include the coordinating conjunction; otherwise, the result will be a comma splice. 
Correct: Dogs are great companions; they are often considered man’s best friend.

Above, two independent clauses, both closely related thoughts, are linked with a semicolon.

Believe it or not, there are still other ways to avoid or correct a run-on sentence. Independent clauses can be separated to create two separate sentences: Dogs are great companions. They are often considered man’s best friend. Or, the sentence could simply be rephrased in order to make one of the clauses dependent rather than independent: Since dogs are great companions, they are often considered man’s best friend.
Is it ever acceptable to end a sentence with a preposition?
Although traditional grammar guidelines recommend that you not end a sentence with a preposition even some of the greatest and most famous authors--Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Milton, to name a few--have allowed themselves to bend the rule (Fowler, 1965). After all, avoiding the placement of a preposition at the end of a sentence can sometimes be a difficult task that results in awkward phrasing. For example, it would seem natural to write, “That’s what I was afraid of.” Yes, this sentence does end with a preposition, but the alternative would be far less concise: “That is it of which I was afraid.” Yikes! 
The good news is that there are some instances that aren’t so difficult to fix. The words of some sentences can be rearranged or rephrased without much effort in order to avoid the unwanted end-of-sentence preposition; instead of “She turned the lights on,” you could write, “She turned on the lights.” Some needless prepositions can even be dropped altogether; for example, “Where is she at?” versus, the preferred, “Where is she?” 
My advice? With the aforementioned examples in mind, you should avoid using a preposition at the end of a sentence if at all possible (especially in formal academic papers), unless doing so will result in awkward and indirect sentence structure. 
What’s the difference between which and that? 
Understanding the difference between which and that means also understanding the difference between restrictive and nonrestrictive clauses. Hacker (2007) says,


Word groups describing nouns or pronouns (adjective clauses, adjective phrases, and appositives) are restrictive or nonrestrictive. A restrictive element defines or limits the meaning of the word it modifies and is therefore essential to the meaning of the sentence (p. 263). 

Restrictive clauses are often introduced with that rather than which. Hacker uses the following sample sentence to illustrate (p. 263): 

The children need clothes that are washable.
Nonrestrictive clauses then, which do not include information vital to the sentence’s meaning, are often introduced with which rather than that. Again, Hacker illustrates 

(p. 263):

The children need sturdy shoes, which are expensive.
Stay tuned for more of the following FAQs to be answered in the future! 

· What does it mean to use consistent tenses? 

· Is it ever acceptable to use an informal tone in an academic paper? 

· What should a strong introductory paragraph include? 

And what about the conclusion? 

· How do I know when to end one paragraph and begin another? 

· Can a research paper include my personal opinion? 

· How can I be sure that my thoughts are flowing from one paragraph to another? 

· Where can I get help with my References page? 
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