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unctuation in the Age of Information 
Technology 

Margit Waas 

Punctuation wasn't invented out of the blue. 
There is a reason for its appearance in written language 

Fox & Wilkinson 1993:88 

Previously given little importance in writing, the computer age and its 
technology are causing a resurgence of punctuation marks and their 
functions. The Internet and electronic mailing in particular are ensuring 
attention to accurate punctuation if URL entries/web pages or 
addressees are to be accessed and referenced. An inadvertent space or 
a colon instead of a semicolon render a contact address as unknown, 
its message bounces back or the request is denied. 

Punctuation marks are also critical to our understanding of reading 
a text. In written work, punctuation serves a variety of functions aiding 
grammar, prosody, rhetorical structure and semantic nuance (in Crystal 
1995:278). The purpose of punctuation often is not recognized until the 
marks are removed, which at best causes a slowdown of reading but 
more often the result to decode an unpunctuated text is 
miscomprehension and necessitates re-reading. A sample of 'raw' texts 
is given in Crystal (1995:278), of which extracts follow here: 

wellmissgrantsl~ntellectua~aceli~htaboutthisw~~indm~tat~ 
abouffhesameageamffheybothelevenwellt~oofthemi?nuhitesatin 
withbunchesofhollydontyouthink 

well miss grants intellectual face lit up what about his cousin 
dorita theyre about the same age arent they both eleven well 
the two of them in white satin with bunches of holly dont you 
think 

"Well", -Miss Grant's intellectual face lit up --"what about 
his cousin Dorita. They're about the same age, aren't they? 
Both eleven. Well, the two of them in white satin with bunches 
of holly. Don't you think? C..]". 
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The first two variants of the extract from Richmal Crompton's Just 
William illustrate our dependence on word spaces and punctuation. 
Only the third excerpt engages the reader to follow the writer's 
intended message. 

While one might sympathize with Irish writer James Joyce who 
believed that quotation marks were ugly and replaced them with 
dashes, Fox & Wilkinson (1993:88) point out that: 

When we speak, much of our meaning is conveyed by facial 
expressions, gestures, vocal tone, inflection and volume. 
Punctuation marks interpret these sights and sounds on the 
Page- 

Punctuation is a written code for that sight or sound and is 
therefore necessary in a text if its meaning is to be conveyed clearly. 
The aim of this article is to elaborate on the implied pauses, pitch shifts 
and intonational features. 

The etymology of punctuation can be traced to its medieval Latin 
origin punctus 'point' (Onions 1966:723). "In Western Europe, 
punctuation began as a pedagogical and scribal guide to reading 
aloud. It evolved to mark syntax for silent readers, as urged by Aldo 
Manuzio in Orthographiae ratio (1566) and Ben Jonson in The Englislz 
Grammar (ca. 1617, published 1640). [...l Both pedagogy and 
performance (q.v.) loom large in the history of punctuation" 
(Preminger & Brogan 1993:1006). 

The modern way of punctuating is "the result of a process of 
change over many centuries, affecting both the shapes and uses of 
punctuation marks. [...l The first marks were introduced as a guide to 
phrasing in an age of oratory, when reading aloud was a prestigious 
and professional activity. More elaborate and extensive marking is 
found in later periods, reflecting a wider range of semantic distinctions" 
(Crystal 1995:278; see also more than 30 obsolete punctuation marks in 
Crystal 1995:282). He continues (1995:278) that "Biblical texts, in 
particular, motivated a special concern to display exact nuances of 
expression. Standardization gradually emerged after the introduction 
of printing, [...l". Modern punctuation includes "spaces, indentation, 
the use of capitals, and a wide range of non-alphabetic cues (such as 
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asterisks and footnote numerals), as well as the traditional 'marks"' 
(Crystal. 1995:282). 

In addition, there are three writing scripts world-wide - 
alphabetic, syllabic and morphographic. Alphabetic writing uses Roman 
or Latin script, as found in many European languages including 
English; the Roman script has also been adopted for Swahili, 
Indonesian/Malay and Turkish; Russian, Ukrainian and Bulgarian 
alphabets use Cyrillic script, Greek and Hebrew have their respective 
alphabets; Arabic, Persian and Urdu alphabets use Arabic script. 
Syllabic writing is found in Sanskrit and the Japanese Katakana and 
Hiragana systems. A representative of morphographic writing is 
Chinese (e.g. Cantonese and Mandarin). 

Authors of language learning textbooks have recently begun to 
recognize the need to distinguish between writers of the three different 
scripts and their differing needs, subsequently these textbooks include 
short sections on teaching and practising punctuation for their 
respective scripts (see, for example, Fox & Wilkinson 1993; Scarcella 
1994). Such sections are necessary because it is unrealistic to expect 
students of syllabic or morphographic scripts to be fluent in the 
punctuation conventions of the alphabetic script. 

A three-year project, funded by the Higher Education Funding Council 
for England (HEFCE), recently "collected the views of academics from 
six English departments about the literacy of their students" (in Utley 
1998:10), and a survey at Anglia Polytechnic University identified nine 
common mistakes students make and punctuation occupied four of the 
Top 5 - "misuse of apostrophes, semicolons appear in strange places, 
liberal use of inappropriate exclamation marks, and students rarely 
know when to use the comma". Utley (1998:10) further notes that 
"Many respondents said the shift to a screen culture had reduced the 
inclination and time for reading. [...l MS Bryan said that the most 
frequent complaint was that the same mistakes were being repeated, 
suggesting students ignored feedback". In reply to Utley's article, 
Roberts (1998:17) confirmed the findings of the research and added that 
"Students do not take writing skills seriously, do not read work for 
sense before submitting it and do not note feedback on written work 
(and subsequently make the same mistakes)". The HEFCE project 
recommended a number of techniques to raise standards. These 
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included to "employ a professional copy editor to blitz students' first 
two or three pieces of work - a trial by fire approach that has been 
found to hugely improve the quality of written work in a short time" 
(Utley 1998:lO). It should be stressed that proofreading one's essay is 
an essential part of the student's work. 

Students whose first or foremost language is based on a non- 
alphabetic Roman writing script are particularly vulnerable to Roman 
punctuation conventions and will benefit strongly from an intensive 
session on punctuation in the target language. This point was first 
recognized while teaching European languages and applied linguistics 
at a national university in the Far East, followed in contrast by teaching 
European university students, that is, from a Roman writing script 
environment. Unlike their Spanish counterparts, the Asian students in 
Taiwan were exclusively from morphographic writing scripts, that is, 
Chinese-speaking backgrounds. Given the multilingual background of 
students in Singapore, the situation is less homogenous and can include 
students from the three writing scripts. Therefore, in a ten-week, second- 
year course at the National Institute of Education, Nanyang 
Technological University, on improving Language Communication 
Skills, a brief on punctuation and style is included to attend to problems 
commonly encountered in student writing and to equip, in fact 
empower them with the necessary punctuation conventions in the target 
language. Some of the student responses on 'Style and Punctuation' 
section yielded interesting results in their final assignments and tests 
(the students are from non-Roman script writing styles and are 
reprinted here verbatim and with their permission): 

The topic on 'Style' is the most useful area in  providing 
various strategies t o  help in  improving m y  writing. [...l 
Instances where I was really confused over the use of certain 
punctuation marks is whether to  put a full-stop before PUS3 
or after [UK] the close inverted commas; [...l 

One of the most impressionable topicls] of this course was 
punctuation. Besides playing an important role in dictating 
discourse, punctuation adds zest to the composition. I am now 
bolder with the usage of punctuation marks, having learned 
their individual functions. They became an access0 y to me, 
to  accentuate my  writings, create meaning and to  form [a] 
relationship between sentences. 

The topic from which I benefit most is perhaps the one on 
"Punctuation and style". This topic draws m y  attention 
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especially as it has the greatest impact on my  writing habits. 
Tutorial discussions lead to  the discovery of unfamiliar rules 
of punctuation. Rules that  I have followed or ignored 
throughout the years are given new emphasis. The lessons 
introduced the amazing power of punctuation marks, and the 
role they play in writing. They provided the students with an 
insight to  the use of punctuation marks such as brackets, 
periods, and commas for effective and meaningful writing. 
This is important to  student writers since language barriers 
may limit their ability to  write cohesively. Hence, punctuation 
helps to  improve their expressions. 

The rest of the topics on polishing student writing are less 
useful comparatively. [...I 

When writing in English, students are expected to adhere to the 
current conventions of the Roman script. Despite access during primary 
and secondary education, the computer age had equipped the students 
with less than an adequate knowledge of confidently placing 
punctuation marks. Previously, they had not perceived punctuation to 
play an important factor in their writing since they had not connected 
the written word or its punctuation to be the expression of their speech 
on paper. Language transfer errors from the first language to the second 
language were common. For example, in English, a comma or full stop 
cannot be placed higher than at the bottom of a line nor start a line; 
Chinese has six whereas the English ellipsis only has three dots (...). 
Due to insufficient training in primary and/or secondary schooling, 
their tertiary assignments were fraught with punctuation errors and 
prompted the following 'hints'-section which in a wider sense aims at 
helping students with punctuation for Roman scripts. 

According to the power they command, punctuation marks can be 
divided into four groups - most power, lesser power, still some power, 
and least power. 

(1) For Group 1, the most powerful punctuation marks are the dash, 
ampersand and bullet, because in a text they command room and 
spacing on either side; they therefore have the power to be treated 
as a separate entity and can even start a new line: 
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(2) Group 2 commands less power than Group 1, but, importantly, a 
punctuation mark in Group 2 still has the power to command a 
space before it. The punctuation marks below cannot be treated as 
a separate entity. They can be viewed as 'looking forward' as they 
are attached to the following letter, which explains why they can 
start a new line but are not powerful enough to stand on their own. 
There can be no space between the punctuation mark and the 
following letter. Examples of those are commonly found in the 
opening punctuation marks, such as inverted commas, brackets, 
paragraph sign, denomination indicators, ellipsis, capitalisation, 
tabulatiodindentation: 

single and double inverted commas (opening), (, [, 1, <, 
g, E, $, #, -, ..., capital, indentation 

(3) The most frequently employed category is Group 3. Punctuation 
marks in this category still command some power as they are 
allowed a space after them, but they must be attached to the last 
letter, punctuation mark or a number and can therefore be said to 
be 'looking backward'. They are not powerful enough to command 
any other space such as before or spaces on both sides. Among 
those that still have some power are the most common punctuation 
marks we know, e.g. space, full stop, comma, colon, semicolon and 
the closing brackets: 

space, ., ,, :, , ;, single and double inverted commas (closing), 
!, ?, ), l, l, >, *, %, X, Y4, %o, subscript (e.g. X,), superscript 
(e.g. C", footnote/endnote numerals) 

In Group 3, only the full stop has enough power to command two 
spaces after it (which it often does) and only the asterisk is 
powerful enough to act as an opener on a new line. Including the 
space, all punctuation marks are firmly attached to the last letter 
and can never open a new line. 

(4) Punctuation marks in Group 4 have the least power and cannot 
demand any space before or after them. They include the 
apostrophe, hyphen, slash and the at-sign: 

None of the punctuation marks in Group 4 has the power to stand 
on its own and must be attached to the last letter or other 
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punctuation marks without any spaces before or after it. Examples: 
Group 4 renders a punctuation mark powerless which is shown 
for example in hyphenated names 'Smith-Jones', in contractions 
'it's'/don'tf, a slash or at-sign in e-mail addresses. 

Language is as alive as its speakers, changes occur constantly and 
these include punctuation. Currently, the @-sign is undergoing rapid 
multilingual changes and can mean "at" in English, "also known as" 
in Punjabi and "or" in Malay, cf.: a hotel in Malaysia advertises on its 
room dining menu (April 1998) "Spaghetti Bolonaise @ Napolitana, 
Daging cincang @ SOS tomato"; a death notice in the Straits Times (May 
1998) listed "XXX Singh @ XXX Singh X X X ;  the Singapore Festival of 
Arts '98, Fringe Guide (1-21 June, p.10) featured "The Festival Hub @ 
Chijmes". In all three cases, the @-sign had changed its Group 4 
association to Group 1. 

SUMMARY 
This article has examined punctuation as an aiding and integral part 
of reading and writing, as well as punctuation marks through the ages 
with an emphasis on the present. Close analysis was given to the 
academic writing of tertiary students from non-alphabetic writing script 
environments, especially those from non-Roman script backgrounds. 
Students' voices were included to demonstrate the urgent need for 
teaching punctuation in the target language. Help and hints that have 
been found useful were given in order to strengthen students' writing. 
It is indeed hoped that soon punctuation will be more strongly included 
in the primary/secondary curriculum in Singapore. 
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where God 
has placed 
a cOMMa, 

-Gracie Allen 
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Reprinted with kind permission by illustrator Nik Scott (in Fox L? Wilkinson 
1993:88) 

Reprinted with kind permission by illustrator Nik Scott (in Fox L? Wilkinson 
1993:90) 


	copyright_TeachingAndLearning1.doc
	TL-20-1-44.pdf

