
Semicolon	  

 

There are three uses of semicolons: 

1.  A semicolon can replace a period; that is, it can appear between two 
independent clauses that are related to each other. 
 
Example:  Some people write with a word processor; others write with a pen 
or pencil. 
 

2. Use with transitional words or phrases that take the reader from one sentence 
to the next or from one paragraph to another to show a causal relationship or 
the continuation of an idea.   

Example:  I have a grammar test tomorrow; therefore, I am not going out 
tonight. 

Note: the comma after the transitional word 

When the transitional expression appears in the middle or at the end of the 
second independent clause, the semicolon goes between the clauses. 
 

Example:  The man pleaded innocent; his face, however, looked as guilty as 
sin. 

 
3. Use with a complex list that contains commas to make your message 

understandable. 
 
Example:  This week’s winners are Joe from Reno, Nevada; Diane from 
Phoenix, Arizona; and Matt from Irvine, California. 

Because each item in the list above requires a comma to separate the city 
from the state, you have to use a semicolon to separate the items themselves. 

  



Transitional Words and Phrases 

Here is a chart of the transitional devices (also called conjunctive adverbs or adverbial 
conjunctions) accompanied with a simplified definition of function (note that some devices 
appear with more than one definition): 

addition 
again, also, and then, besides, equally important, 
finally, first, further, furthermore, in addition, in the 
first place, last, moreover, next, second, still, too 

comparison also, in the same way, likewise, similarly 

concession granted, naturally, of course 

contrast 

although, and yet, at the same time, but at the same 
time, despite that, even so, even though, for all that, 
however, in contrast, in spite of, instead, nevertheless, 
notwithstanding, on the contrary, on the other hand, 
otherwise, regardless, still, though, yet 

emphasis certainly, indeed, in fact, of course 

example or 
illustration 

after all, as an illustration, even, for example, for 
instance, in conclusion, indeed, in fact, in other 
words, in short, it is true, of course, namely, 
specifically, that is, to illustrate, thus, truly 

summary 

all in all, altogether, as has been said, finally, in brief, 
in conclusion, in other words, in particular, in short, 
in simpler terms, in summary, on the whole, that is, 
therefore, to put it differently, to summarize 

time sequence 

after a while, afterward, again, also, and then, as long 
as, at last, at length, at that time, before, besides, 
earlier, eventually, finally, formerly, further, 
furthermore, in addition, in the first place, in the past, 
last, lately, meanwhile, moreover, next, now, 
presently, second, shortly, simultaneously, since, so 
far, soon, still, subsequently, then, thereafter, too, 
until, until now, when 

  

 

  



Coherence Devices in Action 

There are four basic mechanical considerations in providing transitions between ideas: using 
transitional expressions, repeating key words and phrases, using pronoun reference, and using 
parallel form. Look at the following paragraph: 

The ancient Egyptians were masters of preserving dead people's bodies by making mummies of 
them. Mummies several thousand years old have been discovered nearly intact. The skin, hair, 
teeth, fingernails and toenails, and facial features of the mummies were evident. It is possible to 
diagnose the disease they suffered in life, such as smallpox, arthritis, and nutritional 
deficiencies. The process was remarkably effective. Sometimes apparent were the fatal 
afflictions of the dead people: a middle-aged king died from a blow on the head, and polio killed 
a child king. Mummification consisted of removing the internal organs, applying natural 
preservatives inside and out, and then wrapping the body in layers of bandages. 

Though weak, this paragraph is not a total washout. It starts with a topic sentence, and the 
sentences that follow are clearly related to the topic sentence. In the language of writing, the 
paragraph is unified (i.e., it contains no irrelevant details). However, the paragraph is not 
coherent. The sentences are disconnected from each other, making it difficult for the reader to 
follow the writer's train of thought. 

Below is the same paragraph revised for coherence. Italics indicates pronouns and 
repeated/restated key words, bold indicates transitional words, and underlining indicates 
parallel structures. 

The ancient Egyptians were masters of preserving dead people's bodies by making mummies of 
them. In short, mummification consisted of removing the internal organs, applying natural 
preservatives inside and out, and then wrapping the body in layers of bandages. Moreover, the 
process was remarkably effective. Indeed, mummies several thousand years old have been 
discovered nearly intact. Their skin, hair, teeth, fingernails and toenails, and facial features are 
still evident. Their diseases in life, such as smallpox, arthritis, and nutritional deficiencies, are 
still diagnosable. Even their fatal afflictions are still apparent: a middle-aged king died from a 
blow on the head; a child king died from polio. 
 

The paragraph is now much more coherent. The organization of the information and the 
links between sentences help readers move easily from one sentence to the next. Notice how this 
writer uses a variety of coherence devices, sometimes in combination, to achieve overall 
paragraph coherence. 
  



Semicolon Worksheet 
 
Instructions:  Work with a partner and add semicolons and commas where 
necessary.  Be careful, there may be some correct sentences. 
 
1.  People use 43 muscles when they frown however, they use only 28 muscles when 

they smile.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 

2. When you come to London, Kristen, you will stay with me I wouldn’t have it 
otherwise.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 

3. Be careful and drive defensively you’ll be glad you did.  
___________________________________________________________ 

4. The cook’s specialty is broiled salmon; tonight it’s not available, however.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 

5. That’s a difficult question in other words, I’m not going to answer it.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 

6. The population of my hometown in 1762 was 4,123; in 1790, 7,921; and in 1998, 
42,380.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 

7. The hike will be difficult to complete, dangerous to attempt, frightening for most 
of us, and long in spite of her reassurances, I don't even think we should go.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 

8. We visited Washington, D.C. in the fall, Downer's Grove, Illinois in the spring, 
and Cooperstown, New York in the middle of a very hot summer.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 

9. The man pleaded innocent his face, however, looked as guilty as sin.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 

10. Michelle drives a Jaguar; Sonya drives a Porsche.  
_____________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________ 
 


