
Semicolons: An Explanation  
 
Semicolons are meant to combine two sentences that are very similarly linked in content. They 
are commonly confused with commas because many semicolons are extensions of comma rules. 
There are three primary semicolon rules on the ECE: 
 
1) Semicolons can replace Comma Rule #1. Instead of a FANBOY and a comma combining two 
independent clauses, a semicolon does. 
 
I think it will rain, so I should get my umbrella. 
I think it will rain; I should get my umbrella. 
 
NOTE: Be careful not to let these two rules overlap. You should not place a FANBOY and a 
semicolon together. 
 
Incorrect: I think it will rain; so I should get my umbrella. 
 
2) Semicolons can help separate lists. You must be careful with this one though since it only 
applies to circumstances where each member of the list has another description attached to it. 
 
We were going to give the award to Hannah, a senior; Julia; a sophomore; or Cindy, a junior. 
The board consists of Edward, the president; Jack, the vice president; and Dana, the treasurer.  
 
3) Semicolons connect two independent clauses that have a subordinating conjunction in them. 
These subordinating conjunctions are however, since, rather, next, nevertheless, etc. Always add 
a semicolon before the subordinator in order to prevent a comma splice.  
 
I told Jack I wanted to go to the movies, however, he wanted to eat dinner first. 
I told Jack I wanted to go to the movies; however, he wanted to eat dinner first. 
 
NOTE: Always remember to put a comma after the subordinating conjunction. 
 
Practice: Add the semicolon when necessary.   
1. I’m really angry with her, she didn’t return my phone call. 
2. He told me he liked reptiles, rather, he preferred reptiles to birds. 
3. The track captains this year are Chris, a long-distance runner, Tom, a long jumper, and Adam, 
a hurdler. 
4. I think I’d like to go the movies, Jack might want to come with me. 
5. I’m told that tortoises have stubby legs, however, I’ve never checked. 
 


