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Wrangle Rhetorical Punctuation: A 10th Grade Syntax Quiz

Sophomores sharpen their editorial eye by analyzing 10 complex scenarios involving em-dashes, semicolons, 
and sophisticated clause structures.

1. Which sentence correctly employs an em-dash to emphasize a sudden shift in thought or a dramatic 
intrusion?

A. The artifacts—found in the depths of the Aegean—changed our view of history.
B. The Senator promised major reform—but only if the budget allowed for it.
C. She finally reached the summit—and then she realized she had left the camera in the base camp.
D. The project was finished—by the skin of our teeth—before the deadline.

2. True or False: When a dependent clause follows an independent clause in a complex sentence (e.g., 
'We left the theater because the film was dull'), a comma is biologically required for grammatical 
correctness.

A. True
B. False

3. Identify the correct punctuation to join these two independent clauses without using a coordinating 
conjunction: 'The brutal winter of 1912 froze the Danube ___ it remained solid for nearly four months.'

A. ,
B. ;
C. :
D. -

4. In the context of technical or complex lists, when should a writer utilize semicolons instead of 
commas as internal separators?

A. Whenever the list contains more than five distinct items.
B. When the individual items in the list already contain internal commas.
C. Only when the items are complete, standalone sentences.
D. When the list follows a colon used to introduce a formal definition.

5. Analyze the use of the colon in this sentence: 'The architect faced a harrowing choice: preserve the 
historical facade or modernize the building for safety.' What is the colon's specific function here?

A. To introduce a list of technical requirements.
B. To separate two entirely unrelated ideas.
C. To introduce an illustrative or explanatory expansion of the first clause.
D. To indicate that a direct quote is about to follow.

6. Choose the correct punctuation for the possessive form in this plural scenario: 'The three ______ 
testimony convinced the jury of the defendant's innocence.'
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A. witness's
B. witnesses's
C. witnesses'
D. witnesses

7. True or False: In American English, commas and periods should always be placed inside closing 
quotation marks, even if they are not part of the original quoted material.

A. True
B. False

8. Identify the 'comma splice' error among the following options.
A. The clock struck midnight, the ghosts began their dance.
B. Because the clock struck midnight, the ghosts began their dance.
C. The clock struck midnight; the ghosts began their dance.
D. The clock struck midnight, and the ghosts began their dance.

9. Which sentence correctly uses parentheses to provide non-essential, supplementary information?
A. The Great Gatsby (written by F. Scott Fitzgerald) is a classic.
B. The total cost (including tax) was forty dollars.
C. He finally (after years of trying) won the marathon.
D. All of the above are correct.

10. True or False: A colon can only be used if the phrase preceding it is a complete, independent clause.
A. True
B. False
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