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Language 
Colon or Semicolon? 

Grades 9-12 
 

Rationale 
   Semicolons and colons allow writers to combine ideas fluently and avoid 

confusion when using lists or items in a series that involve commas. Students who 

master the use of semicolons and colons add sophistication to their sentence 

structure and detail to their overall writing. 
 

Goal 
 

 
To properly use semicolons and colons 

 

 

Standards 
   L.9-10.2 Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English 

capitalization, punctuation, and spelling when writing. 

   L.11-12.2. Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English capitalization, 

punctuation, and spelling when writing. 

 
Objectives 

   Students will learn the proper usage of semicolons 

   Students will learn the proper usage of colons 

   Students will use their knowledge of semicolon and colon usage to produce a unique 

piece of text that utilizes both of kinds of punctuation. 

 
Materials 

   Student Activity: Combine and Clarify 

   Highlighters, markers, or colored pencils 

 
Procedures 

   Ensure that students know the difference between a semicolon (;) and a colon (:). Ask 

students what each punctuation mark looks like and how it is used. 

   Inform students that they will be learning how to use semicolons and colons properly. 

“Today we will learn how to use semicolons and colons. These punctuation marks 

are used to combine sentences or clarify sentences with lists or several commas.” 
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Review with students the uses for colons. 

o Colons are used for the following reasons: 
■ To introduce a list containing more than two items 

■ To separate hours and minutes in time references (i.e. 2:15, 3:00) 

■ Before a clause that explains the previous clause (i.e. There is only one 

thing to do: confess while there is still time.) 

■ After the salutation of a business letter 

Review with students the uses for semicolons. 

o Semicolons are used for the following reasons: 
■ To combine two independent clauses that are related in some way. (i.e. 

She made hamburgers for dinner; she knew no one wanted hot dogs.) 

■ To separate items in a series that would otherwise involve several commas 

(i.e. She went to Portland, Maine; Albany, New York; and Detroit, 

Michigan.) 

Tell students that they will be using their knowledge of semicolons and colons to produce 

a coherent piece of text. 

Distribute the Student Exercise: Combine and Clarify. Review the directions with the 

students. Inform the students that each pair group will have 20 minutes to complete the 

exercise. 

Begin by modeling a simple plan for the paragraph: 

o “I think my paragraph might be about an International Stew competition. 

Perhaps some of these students could be visiting from these countries and 

using some vegetables to cook their food. I could use colons to tell when the 

competition begins and ends.” 
o Ask, “Does anyone else have an idea for a good topic that would use many 

items on this list?” 

Allow students to complete the activity. Circulate among students and be available to 

answer any questions. Inform students when five minutes are remaining. 

Discuss the assignment with the students. Ask students, “Were certain sentences or lists 

easier to work with than others? Did you use more semicolons or more colons? 

What made this activity difficult? What was easy about this activity?” 

Closing: Give students five minutes to construct a written response to this question: How 

can I use semicolons and colons to improve my writing? Discuss answers as a class. 

 
 

Teacher Tips 
When reviewing the use of semicolons, be sure students understand the difference 

between independent and dependent clauses. 

Relate the semicolon and colon to the emoticons to reinforce meaning of the two. “The 

colon looks like eyes. That makes me think that I should look at the next part to see 

how it relates to the first part of the sentence. The semicolon looks like it is winking. 

That makes me think that the sentence could be done, but the author just wanted to 

add a little more. How can you remember the difference?” Students may see other 

meaning in the shape that can help them remember the difference. 
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Inform students that semicolons are not usually used to combine sentences that are not 

related in some way. Explain to them that even though you would be grammatically 

correct in joining two unrelated sentences with a semicolon, it would not be stylistically 

correct, nor would it help paragraph clarity. 

 
Extension Activities 

Have students find a newspaper or magazine article and identify the instances of 

semicolon and colon usage. Ask students to evaluate how well the author used this 

punctuation. 

Have students produce a list of instances when semicolons or colons should be used and 

post the list in an easily seen place in the classroom. 

Have students write an opinion piece arguing for or against the removal of colons and 

semicolons from the English language. Allow students to present these to the class. 

Investigate how colons are used in science and social studies textbooks, especially within 

text features. Allow students to clarify the rules for their use within headings and text 

features and add these to the list of acceptable uses. 
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Student Activity: Combine and Clarify 
 

Directions: Choose one other person to work with. With your partner, read the groups of 

sentences, lists, and quotations below. Your job is to produce one well written paragraph 

using as many of the items in each group as you can. Your mission: combine and clarify! 

 

Once you are done, use your highlighters to mark your semicolons and colons. You may 

want to use a different color for each. 

 

Rules: 

• You must use at least two items from each category: quotations, lists, and sentences. 

• You are allowed to add sentences to the ones listed. 

• You are not allowed to change any items in any category. 

 

Lists 
Phoenix, Arizona cats cake Brandon, age 16 

Boise, Idaho dogs pie Kelly, age 15 

Charlotte, SC fish cookies Susan, age 16 

Chicago, Illinois guinea pigs brownies Hannah, age 17 

Salem, Oregon chinchillas candy William, age 14 
 

carrots Lima, Peru red, white, and blue 

onions Addis Ababa, Ethiopia gold, silver, and bronze 

green peppers Madrid, Spain orange, yellow, and green 

lettuce Rome, Italy white, black, and grey 

celery Cairo, Egypt purple, pink, and yellow 

turnips London, England lime, olive, and sage 

 
Sentences: Quotations: 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

It was vital to do that very thing. 

We need to go to all of these places. 

We had to pack a lot of things. 

Several people wanted to go with us. 

Age was extremely important. 

We needed our passports. 

They worked at the pet store. 

They needed money badly. 

There wasn’t a lot of food. 

You could tell them apart by their colors. 

After it was done, we had a party. 

 

“To infinity and beyond!” 

“We have nothing to fear but fear itself.” 

“Failure lies only in not having tried.” 

“I regret that I have but one life to give for my 
country.” 

“A dog is a man’s best friend.” 

“Age is only a state of mind.” 

“We are the world.” 

“Yes, we can!” 

“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled 
masses yearning to be free.” 

 


