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Goals for This Module: Strong Punctuation

By the time this module is over, you should understand…

Vocabulary

Independent Clause

Dependent Clause

Strong Punctuation

Key Points

Strong punctuation consists of periods, semicolons, 
colons, and dashes. 

Strong punctuation can only come after an independent 
clause on the SAT.

Periods and semicolons are interchangeable on the SAT.

Colons and a single dash are interchangeable on the 
SAT. 

Periods and semicolons must go between two 
independent clauses (or ones with a transition).

Colons introduce descriptions; dashes introduce bonus 
information. 

Competency Checks

Recognize independent and dependent clauses 
without any surrounding context. 

Properly use periods and semicolons to separate 
two independent clauses. 

Use a colon after an independent clause to 
introduce a list. 

Use a transition between two independent 
clauses with proper punctuation. 

Fluency Checks

Use a colon to introduce a description that is not 
a list. 

Recognize when two answer choices are the 
same because of strong punctuation usage. 

Use a single dash in a sentence to introduce a 
piece of bonus information. 

Use strong punctuation properly when 
sentences are complex. 

Punctuation Rules to Know

1. Independent clause. Independent clause

2. Independent clause; independent clause

3. Independent Clause. Transition, independent clause

4. Independent clause; transition, independent clause

5. Independent clause: description

6. Independent clause—bonus information

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!



It took the cavepeople like 20,000 years to build sentences; we’ll do it in a few pages. 
Australopithecus 0, Us 1.

Every sentence is about something; that special something is called the _______________. In 

order to find the subject, find the _______________ or _______________ that is doing the verb. 

Remember, the subject of a sentence needs to be something that acts like a _______________.

EXAMPLE: Underline any verbs and circle the subject of that verb in the following sentences. 

1. Vinny started off by giving the student an easy sentence. 

2. After the first example, the sentences became a little tougher. 

3. However, once they got to the third sentence, the students were subject-finding pros. 

4. The instructor and class rejoiced when the elusive fourth sentence subject was found!

5. The instructor’s dream was becoming reality!

6. None of the students found the subject in this sentence, though. 

Every sentence needs a subject, much like every puppy needs a loving home.  

When we put a subject and verb together, like magic, they create a ________________________. 

There are a few types of clauses that exist in English class; we care about two right now. There are 
also a few Santa Clauses on Netflix that I would not recommend watching. 

Building Sentences

Type Definition 

Independent clause

Example:

Dependent clause

Example:

I call independent and dependent clauses main and subordinate clauses, 
respectively. 
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Don’t be Clause-trophobic!



Let’s see if we can separate independent clauses from the other non-independent clause stuff. 

EXAMPLE: For each of the following questions, decide whether the group of words is an 
independent clause or not an independent clause. 

Is it a Clause?

Independent  
Clause?

Not Independent 
Clause

1 Vinny went to Starbucks in order to write a book

2 Although it was 110 degrees outside

3 He ordered a venti coffee

4 Looking at him strangely

5
The barista asked whether the coffee should be iced or 
not

6 Vinny scoffed

7 Make it extra hot

8
Add two shots of espresso, a touch of almond milk, and 
a sprinkling of nutmeg

9
As the barista made the disgusting beverage, Vinny 
ordered a second

10 Many people called him a jerk

11 When Vinny took a sip

12 Of the scalding, hot coffee concoction

13 The top came off, and he spilled it all down his chest.

14 While he cried tears of pain and embarrassment

15 Many laughed at his misfortune

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!
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Perhaps the simplest—yet most misunderstood—rules of punctuation stem from non-comma 
punctuation. Some of us may have even seen semicolons (if we are old enough to remember 
winking before emoji).

IMPORTANT: On the SAT, there is NO difference between a __________ and a __________! 

Combining Independent Clauses

Estelle went to the grocery store        she bought gum, a pineapple, and a samurai sword.

Good BadWe call the types of punctuation in the 

“Good” column ___________________ 

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!

What sort of punctuation can go here? 
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Strong punctuation CAN ONLY come 
after an independent clause on the SAT!

1. Independent Clause . Independent Clause

2. Independent Clause ; Independent Clause

SAT English Rule 1: When answer choices have strong punctuation, __________ or 

__________ those answer choices first. 

Each year, many species of turtle migrate from 

their hatching grounds to safer foraging       areas. A

journey that can be thousands of kilometers. Turtle 

navigation skills are still unknown; however, some 

scientists hypothesize astronomical clues or wind-based 

signs from the islands to which the turtles are heading. 

1

A) NO CHANGE

B) areas, a

C) areas; a

D) areas; which is a

1



We can also use semicolons to link two independent clauses that contain certain transition words 
or phrases between the clauses; similarly, periods can be used. 

EXAMPLE: Fill in each blank with something that sounds correct. 

Structurally, we have

Combining Independent Clauses

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!
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Recently, scientists have conjectured an internal 

compass evolutionarily embedded within       turtles, this

hypothesis can be experimentally tested by placing 

small magnets on the back of turtles. Upon hearing that 

migrating turtles would be outfitted with magnets, some 

animal rights groups        protested, however, it was 

shown that the placement of the magnets did not harm 

the turtles in any way. As a result, the experiment was 

able to proceed as planned.

2

A) NO CHANGE

B) turtles,

C) turtles; this

D) turtles this

2

3. Independent clause ; transition, independent clause

4. Independent clause . Transition, independent clause

1. I wasn’t feeling well when I woke up for school; however, 

2. I wasn’t feeling well when I woke up for school; for example, 

3. I wasn’t feeling well when I woke up for school; therefore, 

4. I wasn’t feeling well when I woke up for school; additionally, 

3 3

A) NO CHANGE

B) protested; however, 

C) protested; however

D) protested, however



At least once per Writing section, the test writers will ask you to combine two clauses in a more 
effective way than it is currently written. We’ll talk more about these questions in later modules, 
but here’s an appetizer since many rely on strong punctuation knowledge.

Combination Questions

1. NO CHANGE isn’t an option, so what’s in the passage is correct. The goal is to make whatever 
is underlined clearer and more concise. 

2. Start with the shortest answer choice—the one that takes up the least amount of space. 

3. If you don’t know why that answer is incorrect, you have to pick it. That’s the rule, sorry. 

4. If you don’t like that answer, choose the next shortest answer choice and repeat the process. 

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!
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Researchers have fitted miniature GPS trackers 

on randomly chosen turtles as well as powerful magnets 

that would disrupt a compass       needle, and these 

actions allow researchers to monitor how baby turtles 

navigate in real time during a migration period.  

4

Which choice most effectively combines the 

two sentences at the underlined portion?

A) needle, and if you’re reading this, you 

aren’t following the rules above

B) needle, and since the turtles are disrupted, 

it allows

C) needle, and, in this way, have allowed

D) needle; this allows

4

Combination Questions

Decision Rules for Combination Questions

Can you find something wrong 
with the shortest answer?

No

Yes

Choose it.

Can you find something wrong with 
the next shortest answer?

Yes



Let’s get this out of the way right now; go ahead, get the following question incorrect.

EXAMPLE: I’m not a demanding owner, but the things I expect my dog to do are: listen when I call, 
not pee on my bed, and do calculus. 

So, if we can’t use a colon there, how in the heck do we use them? 

Fill in the blank below with three people you listen to (we’re not judging)

The student listened to a variety of musicians on the way to school: ________________________,

________________________, and ________________________

In order to use a colon correctly, it MUST come after an _______________ clause. The word, 

phrase, list, or clause that comes AFTER the colon must _______________ the preceding clause.

EXAMPLE: It’s the new game sweeping the nation: “Colon or No Colon.” Put colons, if needed, in 
the following sentences. 

1. I baked a cake with _____ flour, flowers, cumin, and ostrich egg.

2. Before every dissection test, Nick listened to the same song to pump himself up _____ 
“The Cut Song” by Slimm Calhoun.

3. Vinny went to the garage sale and bought _____ cola, cologne, and colonics.

4. Ed played many sports in high school _____ basketball, lawn darts, and curling. 

5. Alex explained the basics of string theory to the class _____ tiny bits of “string” replace 
standard subatomic particles. 

6. Estelle had a strange reason for attending the weekend seminar _____ world domination.

7. Even though he forgot his presentation on the school computer, Dante still remembered 
that the point of the third and seventh slide were _____ cupcakes and garden slugs.

8. A colon can only be used after an independent clause _____ whatever comes after the 
colon must describe the preceding independent clause. 

9. I don’t feel like doing well on the SAT, so I’m going to look for lists and put colons before 
them, such as _____ a list of incorrect answers on my writing section, a list of friends 
making fun of my writing scores, and a list of that schools that want my writing scores to be 
20 points higher. 

Colons: Not Just for Lists

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!

Good Bad
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5. Independent Clause : description



Just because students like to occasionally be hard-headed, mark the following as True or False.

Colon Rules

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!

1. A dependent clause or sentence fragment followed by a colon and then a list is fine.

2. An independent clause followed by a colon and then a colon is fine.

3.
A dependent clause or sentence fragment followed by a colon and then a list is fine (we 
know it’s a repeat).

4. A dependent clause or sentence fragment followed by a colon and anything is fine 

5. Colons are only used to show that we have a list. 

I use my colon to reabsorb fluids and process waste in my body before 
preparing said waste for elimination. No worries, there’s an independent 

clause right before my large intestine!
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When the results of the magnetized turtles were 

compared with a control group of turtles outfitted with 

just GPS trackers, the results were initially

disappointing. No differences between the 

migratory patterns. However, upon later review of the 

results, a number of interesting areas for       future study 

arose, for instance: placement of the magnets, phase of 

the moon during migration, total distance of the 

migrations, and number of turtles in the migration pack. 

5

5

A) NO CHANGE

B) disappointing; no differences

C) disappointing: no differences

D) disappointing; which was no differences

6
6

A) NO CHANGE

B) future study arose: for instance, 

C) future study arose, for instance; 

D) future study arose:



English people love dashes—they are playfully emotive. Well, we don’t mean English people like 
the Queen—although she’s probably a dash fan—we mean English nerds. Be careful though, using 
dashes can be addictive—ahhhhh, I feel so alive! 

In order to use ONE dash correctly,

After an __________________ clause, use a dash to introduce ____________________________.

You try it now! Finish the following sentences. 

Although we’ll discuss it in more depth in the next module, let’s introduce ourselves to the double 
dash

In order to use TWO dashes correctly,

Use an opening and closing dash when you are showing _________________________________ 

in the ______________________________________________________________ of a sentence. 

Dashes

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!

ex) I finally worked up enough courage to ask out the most popular girl at school—she laughed. 

Good Bad

6. Independent Clause — bonus Info

ex) I went to the carnival with my best friend— ________________________________________.

ex) I got my money’s worth at the All-You-Can-Eat sushi place—___________________________.
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Think of two dashes as two parentheses. If the information is nonessential (can be 
removed), you can put it between two dashes, parentheses, or commas. 

An additional study recently published in the 

Journal of Experimental Biology      suggests that

turtles do not rely on magnetic cues but on light 

exposure and astronomical object positioning. The 

experimenters noticed that in areas with heavy light 

pollution, turtles take longer than expected to migrate. 

7

7

A) NO CHANGE

B) suggests—that

C) suggests, “that

D) suggests. That



We want to think about our testing process as if we were programming a computer because…we 
kind of are. We want to program our brain to look at questions the same way we’d tell a computer 
to look at questions.

Decision Rules for Strong Punctuation

Don’t be Clause-trophobic!
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Is there an independent clause 
before the strong punctuation?

Yes

No

Is it a period or 
semicolon

Yes

Does a grammatically 
correct description 

come after the colon 
or single dash? 

Does a transition 
with a comma come 

before another 
independent clause?

Is there another 
independent clause 
after the period or 

semicolon?

No

Yes No

Yes No

Yes No

Key

This is good

This is bad


