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Precise Punctuation: Polishing Professional Prose for College Writers

Navigate the nuances of the em-dash, semicolon, and parenthetical phrase to transition from foundational 
flow to sophisticated academic synthesis.

1. In academic writing, which sentence correctly utilizes an em-dash to signal a structural shift or 
emphasize a concluding element?

A. The research team found three primary contaminants—mercury, lead, and arsenic—in the local 
water supply.

B. The research team found—mercury, lead, and arsenic in the local water supply.
C. Mercury, lead, and arsenic—these were found in the water supply.
D. Both A and C are grammatically correct uses of the em-dash.

2. According to the Modern Language Association (MLA) style, a semicolon should be used to join two 
independent clauses even if they are connected by a coordinating conjunction like 'and' or 'but'.

A. True
B. False

3. Which of the following correctly completes the sentence regarding the 'Oxford Comma' in a profes-
sional series: 'The memorandum was sent to the department heads, the dean ____ and the provost.'

A. , the registrar
B. ; the registrar
C. , the registrar,
D. the registrar,

4. Identify the sentence that correctly manages punctuation within a complex block quotation con-
taining internal speech.

A. The protagonist shouted, 'Stop!' before the curtain fell.
B. The critic noted that, 'the author uses "symbolism" to evoke dread'.
C. Scholars argue that 'The poet's use of "void" suggests nihilism.' (Smith 45).
D. Smith (2021) claims, "The use of 'irony' is central to the plot."

5. Complete the following sentence to correctly demonstrate the use of a colon to introduce an 
independent clause that explains the first: 'The sociological data revealed a startling trend ____ the 
urban population was declining twice as fast as predicted.'

A. : 
B. ; 
C. , 
D. —

Powered by sheetworks Page 1 of 2



Name: ________________ Date: ________________

6. When using parentheses at the end of a sentence, the terminal period should be placed inside the 
closing parenthesis regardless of whether the parenthetical is a complete sentence.

A. True
B. False

7. Which sentence demonstrates the correct use of a semicolon to separate items in a list for the sake 
of clarity?

A. The delegates came from Paris, France, Tokyo, Japan, and Berlin, Germany.
B. The delegates came from Paris, France; Tokyo, Japan; and Berlin, Germany.
C. The delegates came from: Paris, Tokyo, and Berlin.
D. The delegates came from; Paris, France; Tokyo, Japan; and Berlin, Germany.

8. Select the correct punctuation for the following possessive case: 'The three ____ findings were 
synthesized in the final meta-analysis.'

A. economists
B. economist's
C. economists's
D. economists'

9. Analyze the role of the comma in the following sentence: 'Having finished the literature review, the 
researcher began the methodology section.' This comma is necessary because:

A. It separates two independent clauses.
B. It follows an introductory participial phrase.
C. It marks a non-restrictive appositive.
D. It indicates a coordinating conjunction is missing.

10. In the sentence 'The theory—while controversial—remains the standard in the field,' the use of 
em-dashes is an acceptable alternative to commas or parentheses.

A. True
B. False
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