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TEACHERS:  This introduction 
contains important tips and ideas.  
Please read it carefully! 

Teacher’s notes:  
 
 
It is a common complaint that many learners leave school unable to spell and punctuate correctly. Despite the best 
endeavours of their teachers, many learners regard punctuation as yet more of that ‘stuff’ that teachers ‘go on about’. 
The average learner will manage the odd full stop, question mark and comma, use capital letters at the start of a 
sentence and have a hazy impression that sometimes an apostrophe is required with the letter ‘s’ – if you are lucky! 
 
How, then, do we go about instilling in our learners an appreciation of the wide variety of punctuation skills that they 
need if they are to  read and  write effectively? One possible starting point is to engage the learners in a discussion of 
the various ways in which we convey our meaning, tone and feelings when we speak. This discussion, aided by some 
acting out, should elicit answers such as: pause, intonation, pace, facial expression and body language, among others. 
Learners can then discuss the problems facing the writer, who has to communicate without these aids; this can lead 
learners to explore the importance of punctuation as a means of giving clarity and conveying tone and meaning. (“This 
is your best work.”  “This is your best work?” “This is your best work!”) The aim should be to encourage learners to 
regard punctuation as an indispensible tool which aids their reading and improves their writing. 
 
This pack is aimed at learners in grades eight to ten, and covers the main conventions of punctuation that learners 
should have mastered by the time they enter the senior classes.  Systematic guidelines are given for the use of the 
various punctuation marks, which are dealt with in separate sections. The extension exercises at the end of the pack are 
suitable for the higher standards, and senior learners might also benefit from the revision of some of the material 
presented earlier in the pack. 
 
However, it has been shown that skills taught in isolation are seldom carried through into learners’ writing. The skills 
covered in this pack should be tackled in small sections, not in large, indigestible chunks, and should be related to the 
learners’ reading and writing. A number of the activities at the end of each section direct the learners to the setwork 
books that are being read in class; the teacher should extend this approach by referring to the various points made in 
these worksheets during the course of other reading or writing lessons.  
 
The approach to punctuation should not be pedantic or overly prescriptive. The first aim of punctuation is to enable 
writing to be read coherently.  Certain conventions, such as the use of the apostrophe, are therefore fixed, but others 
are often a matter of personal preference. An uncluttered approach is favoured nowadays. If a sentence relies too 
heavily on punctuation to clarify its meaning, it probably needs to be rephrased. Punctuation is dependent on sentence 
structure, and when attending to punctuation issues, learners can be encouraged to examine various sentence structures 
at the same time, and to experiment with these in their own writing. 
 
In the past, teachers were told to mark punctuation exercises ‘negatively’.  No wonder learners developed a negative 
approach to punctuation! This pack includes a number of exercises in which learners are asked to insert the appropriate 
punctuation marks.  These are intended as reinforcement of the points explained earlier and should not be done ‘for 
marks’, either positive or negative. Younger learners enjoy correcting the exercises themselves if this is done as a 
game. For example, each symbol can be assigned a sound: comma = bleep, full stop = toot, and so on.  Even the most 
uninvolved learners lose their detachment when asked to read their answers out loud, with sound effects!  
 
Once the learners have mastered the basic skills, they can be encouraged to use punctuation more subtly and to 
appreciate its nuances. This is particularly relevant in the study of poetry by senior learners. The opening lines of ‘The 
Parting’ by Drayton provide a good illustration: 
 Since there’s no help, come let us kiss and part –  
 Nay, I have done, you get no more of me; 
The dash followed by “Nay, I have done ...” suggests a reaction on the part of the lady the speaker is addressing, and 
learners can discuss what they think this reaction was.    
 
As stated earlier, the books the learners are studying in class provide a ready source of material in which punctuation 
can be examined in context. This pack, therefore, is intended as a useful aid rather than a definitive manual on the 
teaching of punctuation.                  

(?! “MACRAT” ?;-) 
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SUGGESTED ANSWERS 
 
ACTIVITIES (page 3) 

1. Names of specific chemicals or plant/animal species 
2. 1. Our doctor is Dr Charles le Roux. 

2. Have you seen 'True Lies' with Arnold Schwarzenegger?  I saw it on M-Net last Sunday night. 
3.  Do you know how many books there are in the Old Testament?   
4.  In English we capitalise the names of languages and nationalities. The French, however,  use lower case 
for these. 
5.  President Mandela announced in parliament that he was appointing a new cabinet minister. The president 
named Mr T. Letebe of the Northern Province as Minister of Language Studies.   

 
ACTIVITIES (page 4) 

1. Cor.  = Corinthians 
AD    = Anno Domino (‘in the year of the Lord’)     
p.m.     = post meridiem (after noon)    
RSVP    = repondez s’il vous plait (please reply)      
COD     = cash on delivery 
UK      = United Kingdom   
i.e.    = id est (that is to say)       
NB (Brit.)  = nota bena (note well)   [n.b. (U.S.)] 

 
2.    

He will audit the company's books.  CA 
Phone them when your car breaks down. AA 
Take stray animals here.  SPCA 
Their mark shows that the product is reliable. SABS 
The Receiver takes this from your salary. PAYE 

  
3.  

 Captain = Capt.    Palestine Liberation Organisation = PLO  
               miscellaneous = misc.   Volume  = Vol. 
 Bachelor of Science  =  B.Sc.  colloquial = colloq. 
  book  = bk    Doctor of Philosophy  = PhD   
 Limited = Ltd 
  

4. The press has exaggerated the dangers of ‘mad cow’ disease. Sensational reporting encourages hysteria to a 
ridiculous extent. As a result, an entire industry is now in jeopardy.  Millions of cows are to be slaughtered and 
thousands of people will lose their jobs. Yet in any one week, more Britons are likely to die from the long-term 
effects of smoking than the entire total who have ever died from CJD, the human equivalent of ‘mad cow’ 
disease. 
 

ACTIVITIES (page 5) 
1.    1.  Please tell me what I should do. (indirect)  

 2.  What should I do? 
 3.  Why are you so angry? 
 4.  I want to know why you are so angry. (indirect) 
 5.  He told me where he lives. (indirect) 
 

2.    1.  What a pretty girl Lindiwe is! 
 2.  How strong Thomas is! 
 3.  How very tired I am! 
 4.  What a busy day it has been! 
 

3.    1.  How exciting this is! (excitement, enthusiasm) 
2.  What nonsense! (indignation)                        
3.  He refused! (indignation / shock) 
4.  He refused? (disbelief) 
 
 

Today, there are several conventions 
for abbreviations and the choice may 
be confusing. The important thing to 
remember is to be consistent within a 
piece of writing.  
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5.  If only I could go too! (wistfulness / longing)  
6.  A fine friend you are! (disgust / disappointment)  
7.  He invited you to the social? (astonishment / surprise / disbelief)  

4.        ‘Hi, doll. Howzit? Have you spoken to Ruthie today? You have. No! I don't believe it! You must have 
misheard her! Really? Whoever would have thought it of her! I can't wait to tell Susie!’   
 
[Discuss different interpretations.] 

 
ACTIVITIES (page 7) 

2.          1.  Tomorrow I shall write to Thomas, and Susan will telephone James. 
 2.  His car was long, sleek, bright, red, fast and expensive. 
 3.  We played tennis and we swam. 
 4.  During the exams, make sure that you eat well, exercise regularly and have sufficient sleep. 
 5.  No, Timothy, you may not copy Kulu's homework. 
 6.  Harriet, on the other hand, disagrees violently. 
 7.  After studying for so long, he was happy to be earning a living at last. 
 8.  If you feel that you cannot approve of our policies, you should resign from the Committee. 
 9.  Therefore, ladies and gentlemen, I appeal to you to give generously. 
 10.  The verdict, however, was not expected to go against the defendant. 
 11.  Mali Kumalo, the youngest athlete in the race, broke the record. 
 12.  We packed tinned food, a tin opener, candles, matches and a torch. 
 13.  If, as I suspect, he is guilty, he will receive a stiff sentence. 
 14.  O dear, I don't know what to do! 
 15.  Sift the flour, measure it carefully, sift it once more and then rub in the butter. 
 
EXERCISE (page 8) 

1. I am now at Ambition High; previously I was at Hopeful Primary. 
2. I am studying law. It has always been my ambition to become a lawyer. 
3. Many people are susceptible to TV commercials and feel hungry whenever food is advertised on the screen. 
4. ‘Mad cow’ disease is not caused by a germ or a virus. It is caused by a harmful protein found in feed 

supplements made from the organs of infected sheep. This harmful protein is only present in tissues found in the 
brain, glands and marrow. It is not present in muscle tissue from which we get plain meat. Therefore, it is 
ridiculous to slaughter millions of head of cattle. It is a scientifically proven fact that to live is a more serious 
health risk than eating meat: 100% of people who live, die. [Note: It is not considered good style to start a 
sentence with a number.] 

 
ACTIVITIES (page 9) 

1.    
1.  The following were the causes of the strike: the workers were underpaid; their hours were too long; their 
complaints had been ignored. 
2.   The wicket keeper injured his hand; however, he insisted on playing until the end of the innings. 
3.   Please understand why I couldn't come: I had no transport. 
4.   The boys will be in charge of the games; the girls will help at the food stalls; the teachers will run the 
other stalls. 
5.   It was obvious that we had been robbed: the front door was open; the lock was smashed; the room was 
in disarray. 
6.   The boy had been missing for two weeks; nevertheless his parents were confident that he would return 
safely. 
7.   You know what you must do: apologise for your mistake. 
8.   Macbeth:  Is this a dagger I see before me ... 
9.   Wise men learn by other men's mistakes; fools learn by their own. 
10. The professor addressed the students: “Many critics have said ... " 

 
ACTIVITIES (on page 12)  
1.   
 1.  He's been in love with her for years – I can't imagine why. 
 2.  It's unlikely – if not impossible – that he will break the record. 
 3.  I-I don't know – I think – I might have lost it. 
 4.  We suspect – no, we know – that he is lying. 
 5.  Her guardian (she has no parents) must sign the indemnity form. 

 6.  Although they are a strong team – they've never been beaten – we shall give them some stiff opposition. 
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 7. You may borrow my new shirt, but if you tear it … 
 8. This thesaurus is very useful – very useful indeed. 
 9.  After two hours spent in the dark passage, we at last heard it – an inhuman scream. 

10.  A very interesting point arose at the meeting – I've told you about this already. 
 
In which of the above sentences could you use either brackets or dashes? No 5 & 6 
 
Is the meaning affected in any way by the alternative choice? No 
 

2.    
 Dear Palesa 
 
 Your party was a rave: the greatest music; incredible food; brilliant atmosphere.  What more can I say.  

I met the greatest guy (he's Maria's brother) and guess what – he's invited me to his matric dance. 
 
 Your party was so great I feel embarrassed to invite you to mine next week; but I hope you'll come 

anyway. 
 
 Love 
 Salaminah  
 
ACTIVITIES (page 14) 
 

1.      sorrow-ful;   happi-ness;   kilo-metres;   gene-rations;   credi-bility. 
2.    a fifty-rand note;    a four-door car;    a ten-minute interval;  

    a  five-litre container;    a four-way stop 
3.          

 1. The beggar is down and out.  The down-and-out beggar asked for food. 
 2. It was a never-to-be-forgotten day.  That day was never to be forgotten. 
 3. That poor family lives from hand to mouth.  Their hand-to-mouth existence is very hard. 
 4. She likes Tim as he is well built.  She admires his well-built-figure. 
 

4.    
He left his job. resign 
He tells a story.  recount 
She put new covers on the old chairs.  re-cover 
He signed the letter again.  re-sign 
He made up for the wrongs done to her. redress 
He counted the votes again. re-count 
She is better after her illness. recover 
He put on his clothes once more. re-dress  

   
 ACTIVITIES (page 17) 

1.    You’re;   she’ll;   I’ll;   who’s;   there’s;   where’s;   shouldn’t;   won’t. 
 

2.    The policeman’s car                              The policemen’s cars 
 The princess’s ring                                The princesses’ rings 
 Jesus’s teachings *                                The children’s library 
 A wasps’ nest                                           Nicolas’s bike 

 
* Jesus’ teachings – is also correct as it is used in theology.   
 

3. There’s a beach which we’re very fond of visiting. If you’re thinking of a trip to KwaZulu-Natal and you’re 
into surfing, try to break your journey at Sunny Bay. It’s the most beautiful beach in the country, with its 
long stretches of empty sand and its gigantic waves that reach several metres in height. Surfers like to think 
of this beach as theirs. 
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ACTIVITIES (page 18)  
1.  

 1.  Have you read ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’? 
 2.  Look for synonyms for ‘sympathy’ in the thesaurus. 
 3.  She firmly believes that ‘the early bird catches the worm’. 
 4.  Please head your work ‘Punctuation’, and give the page reference. 
 5.  What is the word you have written after ‘climatology’ in paragraph two? 
 6.  Tim boasted, “The teacher called me the class star today”. 
 7.  My ‘loyal’ friend betrayed all my confidences. 
 8.  Tom said, “I watched ‘Terminator’ on TV last night”. 
 
ACTIVITIES (on page 20) 
1.    

          “Good morning, Sir,” said the new boy. 

“Welcome to Achievement College,” said Mr Payne. 

“Where should  I sit, Sir?” asked the new boy.  

“Do you know anyone in the class?” 

“No, Sir.”  

“Well, in that case, sit in the front next to Mpho.” 

“Thank you, S-sir,” stammered the new boy, suddenly embarrassed as the class began to giggle. 

“What’s your name, boy?” demanded Mr Payne suddenly.   

“Paul Johnson, Sir,” replied  Paul shyly, as the giggles continued.  

“Have you done direct speech before at your previous school?” asked the teacher, as Paul sat down beside    

     the girl called Mpho.   

“I think,” replied Paul, “that I may have done it in std 5, Sir, but I’m not sure.”   

“Is that a reflection on you or your teacher?” asked Mr Payne sarcastically. 

 
2.   Work in groups of 4 learners and see which group compiles the longest list. 

Useful link: http://www.thesaurus.com/browse/say 
 
PUNCTUATION PUZZLE (page 22) 
 
The scene is an elegant restaurant in which the repose is broken by the ringing of a cellular phone. Diners at 
surrounding tables look up and, when the owner is sure that everyone is looking, he says with a great show of 
surprise, “Oh, it’s mine! I’m just not used to the ring yet.” After getting through the niceties of greeting, we hear 
him say, “Yeah, I’m enjoying the steak, but how do you know I’m eatin’ steak? How do you know Lauren’s 
wearing black? Wait a minute …” and he peers round the room. Sure enough, just four tables away, is the caller 
grinning and waving. The purpose of the call? It had no purpose but to show off their phones. 
 
EXTENSION EXERCISES  
(page 22)  
1.  
A. In which sentence is the writer prejudiced against all young drivers? Sentence (b) 
B. In which sentence is the writer criticising only those youngsters who drink too much? Sentence (a) 
 
2.  Sentence (a) says that those children who are not strong swimmers may not swim in the deep end, while 
sentence (b) implies that all children are not strong swimmers and thus may not swim in the deep end. 
 
(page 23) 
A. In which sentence has the forum been held three times? Sentence b) 
B . In which sentence is the forum attended by editors from developing countries? Sentence a) 
 
2.  In sentence a), the manager’s surname is Jones and he welcomed someone to the firm; in sentence 2 the manager  
     called the new person whose name was Jones, and welcomed him. 
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3. In sentence a), the Doctor’s name is Paul and he needs medication; in sentence b), someone is telling the doctor 
that Paul (another person) is in need of medication. 
 
4.   
A. Which speaker is very familiar with restaurants in Johannesburg? (a) 
B. Which speaker is disappointed with the restaurant?  (c) Which is delighted? (b) 
 
PUNCTUATE THESE SENTENCES SO THAT EACH HAS AT LEAST TWO DIFFERENT MEANINGS.   
1.  Sam says “Mary is stupid” OR  
“Sam,” says Mary, “is stupid.”    [different speaker/different person is stupid] 
    
2.  The old lady using an umbrella poked me in the ribs. (She is using an umbrella to shield herself from the rain,  
     and she poked the speaker in the ribs.) OR 
     The old lady, using an umbrella, poked me in the ribs. (The old lady used the umbrella to poke the speaker in the  
     ribs. 
 
3.  She invited twenty-odd people to her party. (about twenty people) OR 
     She invited twenty odd people to her party. (The invitees were all a bit strange.) 

  
4.  “No, I said he didn't”. All words actually spoken .OR 
      “No,” I said, “he didn't”. Shortened version. 
 
5.  Last week I had my first flight in a Concorde. First time flying in that type of aircraft. OR 
     Last week I had my first flight, in a Concorde. First flight ever and it happened to be in a Concorde. 
 
6.  You can't do better than this? Questions person’s ability, perhaps sarcastic. OR 
      You can't do better than this! Shows delight or surprise. 
 
PUNCTUATION IN CONTEXT  
A.  
1. The hyphens create compound adjectives. 
2. (i) The dash creates a pause before the rhetorical question making the reader consider both the section 

before and after the dash. 
(ii) The dash introduces a continuation of the phrase (adds further content), 

3. Inverted commas are less intrusive. The writer is adding information not providing an afterthought or 
explanation. 

4. (i) In the first paragraph the writer uses a colon to introduce examples of graffiti. In the second paragraph, 
the writer includes several examples of ‘scrawls’ in a sentence and so does not use colons. 
(ii)  “late summer of ‘94” – the apostrophe indicates that numbers have been omitted (1994) while in “the 
early 90s” refers to an era (the nineties) which is written in numbers instead of letters. 

5. “PAC” is spoken as three separate letters and are thus capitalised; “Apla” is pronounced as a word and 
thus only the first letter is capitalised. (Find out more about Initialisms and Acronyms.) 

6. ‘it's’ = contraction of ‘it is’ 
‘tomorrow's’ – apostrophe shows possession 

B.  
 1. (i)    The dash strongly emphasises what has just been said. It also adds to the mocking tone of voice.  
                       [The writer is issuing a disclaimer which acknowledges the situation might be different elsewhere.]  
 (ii)   The dash elaborates on the meaning in a light-hearted manner. 
 (iii)  The dash expands on the previous content and adds an element of drama and wry humour. 
                       [He clearly indicates that he thinks these people are pretentious and live pseudo-rugged lives.  
                       He suggests that they are city-slickers rather than people who genuinely enjoy ‘roughing it’ in the  
                        bush.]  
 
2. Explain the different functions of the inverted commas in each of the following: 
 (i)"...an invitation to another of those 'casual' northern suburbs wildlife soirees." The double quotation 

marks show that the words are being quoted; the single quotation marks show that the word 
should not be taken at face-value i.e. the actual meaning is not what is really meant. 

 (ii)"... 'Casual' no longer means 'casual' - "  In the first usage, the quotation marks indicate that the word is 
being quoted while when they are used on the second word, it shows that the word is ironic (it 
does not adopt its true meaning). 

3. The words are hyphenated to show that they have created a single (compound) term/adjective. 



Punctuation: Notes for the teacher                                                                                                          7 
 

© Macrat Publishing 

‘OLD AGE STICKS’ – E. E. Cummings  
1. 1.1 (i) By separating ‘sticks’ and ‘up’, the poet plays with the idea of walking sticks raised ‘up’ in caution but at 

the same time links the word ‘up’ to ‘signs’ meaning that old age is prohibitive (sticks up ‘Keep Off’ signs). 
(ii) Not only does the poet use enjambment after ‘No’ but he starts a new stanza emphasising this break. The 
words ‘No’ and ‘Tres’ have greater impact and are more forceful when separated in this way.  
(iii) The separation emphasises the contrast between the positive and negative statements – ‘must’ and ‘mustn’t’ 
highlighting the tension between youth and age.  
(iv) There is more feeling (think of ‘grrrr’) expressed in separating the word. It also suggests that the pace of 
growing old is slow but inevitable.  
1.2 (i) Old age sticks up ‘Keep Off’ signs warning youth to slow down and not to be in such a rush to grow up. 
(ii) Old age ‘cries’, ‘No, trespassing’ trying to stop them doing things which will lead to them aging. (iii) old 
age tries to stop youth from growing old. (iv) young people, despite warnings, continue to pursue the path of 
experience. They rebel by ‘yanking’ down the ‘Keep Off’ signs and laugh at the warnings as if they don’t care 
about them. It is, however, inevitable that they too will grow old.   

2. The words inside the brackets refer to the prohibitive nature of old age and relate to confinement and restriction. 
The words outside of the brackets reveal the attitude of youth towards age showing rebellion and the quest for 
freedom. When the pattern becomes clear to the reader, so will the idea that ‘(sing ...’ relates to ‘No/Tres) and 
(Pas)’ i.e. Old age ‘cries’ ‘No, Trespassing’ and old age scolds youth with words like ‘Forbidden’, ‘Stop’, 
‘Mustn’t’, ‘Don’t’ &). Meanwhile, youth ‘laughs’ but goes right on ‘gr-/owing’ old.   
It is significant that ‘pas’ (‘not’ in French) is in closed brackets. Curiously, ‘signs’ and ‘Tres’ have no opening 
brackets and ‘sing’ no closing bracket. Is there any significance in this?  

3. Words like ‘Keep Off’; ‘No’ and ‘Tres’; ‘Forbid ...’; ‘Stop’ and ‘Must/Don’t’ are highlighted even more by the 
use of capital letters. They seem louder and more emphatic and reflect very clearly the grouchiness of some 
older people. Together with the short lines the words create a staccato or jerky pace which emphasises the short 
commands that are being shouted out – and ignored. This highlights the disconnect between age and youth. 

4. Write your own poem. 
5. Study the use of punctuation in an extract from a Shakespeare play you are reading in class. 
 
Addendum: This poem is a good example of how cummings uses enjambment to focus his readers’ attention on 
individual words—and in some cases word fragments. 
 
 

 


