
Abstract 

    Punctuation marks are a very important part of writing since they play a vital role 

in meaning as they help to obviate ambiguity and confusion from a written text. The 

main aim of this study is to investigate the use of punctuation marks by the Iraqi 

EFL students. The study was based on the analysis of 30 students' essays. The 

analysis of data reveals that the most punctuation marks used by the Iraqi EFL 

learners are the comma, full stop and capital letter. Also, it shows that the accuracy 

level differs from one mark to another and between the two genders. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Introduction 

   Writing is an integral part of language learning. It is one of the most important 

skills in learning a new language. In academic life, among other skills, writing has a 

special importance and it covers the most of the weightage in the assessments since 

the evaluation judgments of different fields of learning are mainly based on writing. 

Writing well is really a big challenge for both native and non-native students. In 

general, it is much bigger and harder with students of English as a foreign language. 

Thus, the basics of good writing should be taught and practiced from the early years 

of learning because students are required to master the knowledge of good writing. 

   This knowledge include control of contents, sentence structure, vocabulary and 

spelling. It also requires different mechanisms which are punctuation and 

capitalization. Punctuation marks are considered one of the crucial elements of 

writing. They are essential for clear and effective writing. 

   Punctuation marks are signs or symbols that are used to make the meaning of 

sentences clear, effective and understandable. Each one of these marks has its own 

meaning and this meaning supplement the meaning of words in a sentence.  

   Punctuation is a device by which we aid words to tell their story. 

   Punctuation is defined as a code used in writing that is often necessary for 

meaning and this code originated in attempts to capture the various stops, pauses 

and inflections of speech. 

   Therefore, sentences need to be properly punctuated if they are to be clear and 

readable. It is also very important to know how to use these marks accurately 

because punctuation accuracy sometimes is considered as the difference between 

good and bad writing. In addition, poor punctuation is a distinctive indicator of 

unclarity in text and it gives the reader a bad impression about the writer and 

furthermore, it can bring into question how much the reader cares about the material 

being written and this can work against you as a writer. 
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2. Objectives 

   The present study is an attempt to investigate if the Iraqi EFL learners use 

punctuation marks in their writing and especially in their exams answers and the 

level of accuracy in using them. Also, it is to find out if there is a significant 

difference between Iraqi male and female EFL learners. 

3. The Importance of Punctuation Marks 

    Good punctuation is crucial for successful and effective academic writing and 

both writers and readers need to understand it and pay attention to it. The 

punctuation marks serve two functions: 1) they define and show how the various 

elements of sentences relate to each other, thereby ensuring clear and unambiguous 

communication and 2) they help to establish the tone of a written text. 

   Punctuation marks are not used as a decoration in writing but it is so essential for 

the unity of the sentence and for clarifying the meaning given in a piece of writing 

since they are used to break up words and sentences and consequently, they make 

written material easier to read and easier to understand. Punctuation marks cut the 

flow of words into meaningful groups and that prevent confusion. 

   In addition, in speaking people can change the way their words sounds to show 

what they mean. They may change their facial expressions, the tone of their voice, 

or the rhythm of the sentences. But with writing there is no nodding , gestures, body 

language, intonation or falling and raising tone to aid understanding. In other words, 

there is no direct contact with the reader; therefore, punctuation marks are essential. 

Our words on the page are silent, so the use of punctuation marks will replace the 

many pauses and changes of tone that are found in spoken language. We use 

punctuation marks in writing because of the lack of voice intonation and body 

language. 

   Punctuation marks are like traffic signals, they tell the reader when to stop, slow 

down or proceed. They have the power not only to define textual meaning but they 

also add rhythm, breath and life to a text. 

   So, without punctuation marks, many sentences are mere a jumble mass of words 

without division to mark pauses and breaks in thoughts and inevitably it will be 

difficult to determine the exact meaning of sentences and consequently it will hinder 

understanding the meaning of a written work. In other words, an unpunctuated 

sentence or text will be like a puzzle. 
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   So, student need to know what are the punctuation marks and how to use them and 
more important how to use them properly because wrong use of punctuation mark 
can interrupt the flow of ideas and change the meaning entirely as in the following 
example: 

1- The boy's bags. ( the bags of one boy) 

2- The boys' bags. (the bags of more than one boy) 

4. Types of Punctuation marks 

    Punctuation marks are divided into four main types which are: end punctuation 

marks, non-end punctuation marks, enclosing punctuation marks and finally 

punctuation marks used within the word. 

4.1 End Punctuation Marks ( Terminal ) 

   These marks are used at the end of a sentence and the that is used depend on the 

type of the sentence we have written. They are used to show that the flow of 

thoughts is being interrupted. They tell the reader to stop and let him know when a 

thought is finished. There are three types of end punctuation marks and these are the 

full stop, the question mark and the exclamation mark. 

4.1.1 The Full Stop ( . ) 

   It is the most important punctuation mark. It is used at the end of a sentence if its 

meaning is completed. It is used at the end of all sentences except direct questions 

and exclamations. For example: He travelled to England last week. 

4.1.2 The Question Mark ( ? ) 

   It has the same force as the full stop in marking the end of a sentence but it is used 

at the end of a direct question. For example: What is your name? 

But after an indirect question, we do not use a question mark but we put a full stop. 

For example: She wanted to know what my name is. 

   Sometimes, the question mark is used to indicate doubt, such as : 

He was born in 1988(?) . 

4.1.3 The Exclamation Mark ( ! ) 

   It is used after exclamatory sentences to indicate surprise, enthusiasm or loud 

speech. It may express some kind of astonishment or sharp outburst or an emphatic 

or ironical comment, such as: 

How beautiful she is ! 
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What a good movie! 

Such an amazing spectacle! 

   Sometimes , it is used after imperative sentences, like: Don't stop! 

4.2 Non-End Punctuation Marks 

   These marks are used within a sentence. It tells the reader when to pause and help 

the reader to interpret the sentence as the writer intended. This type includes the 

comma, semi colon, colon and the dash. 

4.2.1 The Comma ( , ) 

   The comma is one of the marks that is frequently used. It helps to clarify the 

meaning of written sentences. It is very important because the omission or the 

insertion of a comma in the wrong place can give an entirely different meaning from 

what you intend as in the following example: 1) Eat children.   2) Eat, children. 

Both sentences are orders but the first one orders us to eat children while the second 

one orders the children to eat. 

   In general, the comma is used to indicate a short or slight pause. It is used as 

follows : 

1- To separate the items in an enumeration, such as: We travelled to France, Italy, 

Spain and England. 

2- To mark off  words or phrases in apposition, such as: 

  Mary, my brother's wife, is a nurse. 

3- To mark off  words and phrases like however, therefore, too, in fact…etc. when 

they are used as aids or interpolations, such as: She was, in fact, the smartest in her 

class. 

4- In complex sentences to separate an adverb clause from the following main 

clause or to separate two or more noun- clauses, such as:  

Although it was very late at night, they went out to the forest. 

5- In the double sentences to separate two co-ordinate clause when the second 

subject is expressed , such as: I asked what he was doing , and he answered that he 

is writing a report. 

6- To separate a non-defining relative clause from its antecedent, such as: 
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My uncle, who is a an English teacher, taught me English language. 

7- In direct speech, a pause is made to indicate how is speaking, such as: 

"You can write" the teacher said, "whatever you want." 

8- It is used before tail questions, such as: John is an engineer, isn't he? 

8- It is used after the vocative, such as: Ahmed, will you bring me my book? 

4.2.2 The Semicolon ( ; ) 

   The semicolon indicates a longer pause than that indicated by a comma. It is used 

to indicate or show that the thoughts contained in two independent clauses are 

closely related and to show that the number of short sentences are linked in 

meaning, such as: The professor seemed preoccupied; he answered our questions 

abruptly. 

   Sometimes, it is used to avoid confusion in lists where there are commas within 

the listed items, such as: We travelled to London, England ; Paris, France ; Berlin, 

Germany ;and Sofia, Bulgaria.     

4.2.3 The Colon ( : ) 

   The colon indicates a longer pause than the comma and semicolon. The colon 

usually precedes an explanation or enumeration. It mainly stands for " as follows" . 

the most use of the colon is to inform the reader that what follows it explains, 

describes or lists elements of what preceded it. For example: 

Punctuation marks are divided into four main types: the end , non-end, enclosing 

and marks used within the word.  

4.2.4 The Dash  ( --- ) 

   The dash is used to show that a sentence is broken off in the middle in order to 

expand or to add explanation of what has been said. Sometimes, it is used as 

brackets, one before and one after a parenthesis. 

4.3 Enclosing Punctuation Marks 

   The enclosing marks are used to enclose any number of words. They are used as a 

pair, one before and one after what you want to enclose. There are two types: the 

brackets and the inverted commas or quotation marks. 
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4.3.1 Brackets  ( )  [ ] 

   Brackets, round or square , are used to enclose any words that are not 

grammatically necessary to the sentence but they are added as a way of explanation 

or as aside, like: Nada (my teacher) is very kind and helpful. 

   They are also used to enclose cross-reference, like: 

The analysis of data as showed in table 1 [see page 17] was very accurate. 

4.3.2 The Inverted commas or Quotation Marks  "  " 

   The inverted commas are use : 

1- To enclose the exact words spoken by somebody in a conversation or even to 

himself as a thought, like: " I didn't wrote my homework" he said. 

2- To enclose quotations from speech or from books, or before and after the titles of 

books, plays, magazines …etc., for example : Shakespeare wrote " Hamlet" 

3- To enclose words which the writer wants to draw attention to. 

Note: when some words are quoted in a sentence already enclosed in inverted 

commas, a single quotation mark is used to avoid confusion. For example : 

" My favourite play is Shakespeare's  ' Hamlet' ", she said. 

4.4 Punctuation Marks Used Within the Word 

   These marks include the apostrophe, the hyphen and the abbreviation dot . 

4.4.1 The Apostrophe  ( ' ) 

   The apostrophe is used to indicate that a letter or more has been missed out or 

deleted. Also, it is used with the letter s after a noun to show possession. For 

example: This is John's house. 

   Sometimes, it is used to indicate unusual plurals. For example: 

The word door has two o's.                        He was famous during the 1990's. 

4.4.2 The Hyphen  ( - ) 

   The hyphen is used to separate the two parts of a compound words, to link a prefix 

to a base and to indicate that a printed word at the end of a line is not completed. For 

example: re-write , a kind-hearted woman 
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4.4.3 The Abbreviation Dot  (  . ) 

   The abbreviation dot is used to indicate that a word has been abbreviated. It is 

used after the initials of a person's name but not always. For example:  

 J. B. Shaw    or   J B Shaw 

   Also, it is used in abbreviated expressions, like : 

i.e. , p.p. , Mr. , Prof. , etc. , Dr. and so on. 

Note: the abbreviation dot is not used with the letters when they are capital, like: 

GB , NATO , USA , UN , UAE , CD , PIN , ATM , UNESCO …etc. 

4.5 Capitalization 

   In addition to the punctuation marks that are mentioned, there is another one 

which is considered as a mechanism which is the capital letter. 

   The capital letter is used as follows: 

1- At the beginning of every sentence. 

2- With proper nouns and adjectives derived from them. 

3- All the important words in the titles of books, plays, etc. 

4- With the names of the days of the week and the months of the year. 

5. Data Collection and Analysis 

5.1 Data Collection 

   The sample of this study is 30 Iraqi EFL learner's essays which they have written 

in their monthly exam in the academic year 2017-2018. The learners are students 

who are studying the English language in University of Anbar/ College of Education 

They are 15 male and 15 female from the  for Humanities/ Department of English.

year students.  rd3 

5.2. Data Analysis 

   The data are statistically analyzed by calculating the number of right and wrong 

punctuation marks used by each student and then finding a percentage for the total 

number of both right and wrong punctuation marks and for both males and females 

as shown in table (1). 
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%64.93 50 1 1 7 5 1 0 3 4 4 0 5 3 0 12 4 
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g 

%34.93 29 1 0 0 1 0 7 1 0 5 2 5 2 1 2 2 Right 

female 

%65.06 54 7 0 2 5 5 9 0 3 2 3 5 6 2 2 3 
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%77.41 120 8 5 12 10 8 12 10 5 12 5 8 7 7 3 8 Right 

Male 
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                                                       Figure (1): The Use of Comma 

 

 

 

                                                  Figure (2): the use of full stop 
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                                   Figure (3): the use of capital letter 
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Conclusion 

   According to the analysis of the data, the results show that the most common 

punctuation marks used by the Iraqi EFL learners are the full stop, the comma and 

the capital letter. In term of full stop, the results reveals that the accuracy level is 

high and there is a significant difference between males and females in which 

females are better than males. In term of capital letter, the level is not very high and 

also females are better than males. Finally, in term of the comma, the accuracy level 

is quite low and there is no difference between the two genders. Also, the collection 

and analysis of data shows that there is an indifference about using the other types 

of punctuation marks. 

 

Recommendations 

   Due to the importance of punctuation marks in any piece of writing as they are 

considered as a distinctive indicator of clarity in texts, the researcher presents some 

recommendations that may be useful for teachers as a guidelines to improve the 

students level in using these marks and consequently improve their writing. 

1- All the teaching staff should overstress the use of all punctuation marks and 

encourage students to use all types of punctuation marks. 

2- teachers must raise students' awareness of the importance of applying these types 

in their writing. 

3- Students should practice the use of these marks more than only memorizing the 

rules of using them. 
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