Semicolon Usage in Writing

Charlee Nall
Time Required: Around 15 minutes

Materials: Students should take notes in their writing notebooks. Students will also transfer their knowledge to a booklet of grammar usage for easy reference. The grammar usage booklet uses 5x8 index cards and crayons or color pencils. You will also need examples of teacher writing using semicolons correctly and incorrectly. For extra ideas on this topic look at the grammar book Writers INC.

Objectives:

NCTE standard 4: “Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for different purposes.” 

NCSCS Competency Goal Six: “The learner will apply conventions of grammar and language usage.” 

6.01: “Demonstrate an understanding of conventional written and spoken expression by: using a variety of sentence types correctly, punctuating them properly, and avoiding fragments and run-ons.” 

Grade level: This lesson is appropriate for all middle grades 6-8

Purpose and Scope: The purpose of this mini-lesson is to help students develop a knowledge of the conventions of using semicolons. You should use this minilesson when you notice that your students are not using semicolons or using them incorrectly. Hopefully, after this lesson students will use semicolons correctly in the writing workshop and will feel comfortable using them in their writing. I feel that many students do not know when to use semicolons and therefore use them incorrectly or do not use them at all. I hope that after this mini-lesson students will feel more confident in using semicolons and hopefully they will use them more and have more complex sentences in their writing. 

Lesson Activity: The lesson will only consist of the two main uses of semicolons. Those uses are: using semicolons as a soft period between two independent clauses, and using semicolons to connect main clauses containing internal punctuation. I will show examples of the two uses of semicolons from sentences in my own writing. As a group we will use semicolons in sentences on the board. After the mini-lesson, students will make a “semicolon card” to go in their easy reference book. They will write when to use semicolons and example sentences on the cards. They can also decorate the cards and make their easy reference book their own. Hopefully, writing on the card will help cement the lesson in the students’ minds.

Lesson Script: 
I believe that you all are doing a wonderful job in writing workshop; I have been really pleased with how talented and creative your works have been. However, I’ve noticed that we have been having trouble with semicolon usage. I thought we would go over this so our works can be even more wonderful and complex.

You guys may want to write this down in your notes because you guys will be making another card to go in your easy reference book after the lesson.

The most common use of semicolons is when writers are connecting two independent clauses which are related to one another. Just so we are all on the same page, what is an independent clause? Students answer and teacher explains that independent clauses are complete thoughts and can stand alone as sentences. Instead of putting a period at the end of an independent clause, and starting another sentence that has a close relationship with the first, just put a semicolon. Semicolons show the reader that these two complete sentences have a close relationship with one another and therefore, should be connected.

(All examples should be either on the board or overhead to help the visual learner and any learners who may be confused.)

For example, if you have two independent clauses like these: In books I find the dead as if they were alive………..and from books come forth the laws of peace. 

Ask students, could these two lines stand alone as sentences? (yes) Do they have a close relationship? (yes) Then should we use a semicolon? (yes)

In books I find the dead as if they were alive; and from books come forth the laws of peace.

Go through more examples until the class gets the concept. Do more examples in class. Use your own writing to punctuate using semicolons. 

Another use of semicolons is to use them when connecting two main clauses containing internal punctuation. Just think of a comma as a brief pause, a semicolon as a longer pause and a period as a stop. 

If you have two main clauses like this: When he faints through desire, she comes to his aid and this: but when he revives, she scorns him.

Then have students put them together: When he faints through desire, she comes to his aid; but when he revives, she scorns him. Ask students why the semicolon is needed and why is it placed in that position in the sentence.

These are main clauses and are punctuated already with commas, but still have a close relationship so you join them together like this:

When he faints through desire, she comes to his aid; but when he revives, she scorns him.

As a class, let’s do more examples on an overhead or a board. (Do as many examples as the students need, you may want to use or own writing or have the students give examples. After a few examples, let the class choose where semicolons should be placed).

These rules of semicolon usage are all we are going to go over today. Hopefully, this will help us all use more complex sentences and use semicolons correctly. 

Now, I would like for you guys to make a card for semicolons in your easy reference book. Make sure you make the card your own and use examples and explanations that will help you when you are writing. Maybe you could try drawing a picture to help you remember how to use semicolons correctly when you write in writing workshop. I want to see at least two semicolons in your next piece of writing. Does anyone have any questions?

