
Punctuation Basics WORKSHOP 1

1. USING UPPER AND LOWER CASE 

To begin with, we will start by looking at how and when to use upper case and lower-case letters. For the most part, any 
mistakes made with this part of punctuation are not necessarily critical, but it does look sloppy and will definitely see 
your motivation letter, CV etc. moved to the “unprofessional” tray.  There is also a marked difference between someone 
saying “I don´t like the polish” and “I don´t like the Polish”, but more about that later.

This workshop will focus on the following: 

a) Beginning and ending a sentence 
b) Use of Upper Case in Headings, Titles etc. 
c) Using a Proper Noun 

a) Beginning and ending a sentence. 
We always use an upper-case letter/capital letter to begin a sentence. It ś a simple rule and a rule that just has to be 
learned. Even if we write a letter or an email which begins as follows:

 Dear Kate, 

 Thank you for your invitation to…

The “t” in Thank you must be upper case, even if this sentence follows the comma after Dear Kate. This is a mistake 
that non-native speakers often make in English as it may be different in other languages. Yes, it ś not technically the 
beginning of the sentence, but let ś call this an easy exception to remember! 

In regular sentences, always use upper case to begin.

Each sentence begins with a capital letter. This is important. If you forget, you will be silently 
ridiculed by grammar nerds. 

This may seem like we are stating the obvious, but if you end a sentence, use a full stop. This is important so as to 
differentiate between topics and also to give the reader a chance to breathe and not slip into unconsciousness when 
attempting to digest a 268-word sentence in one breath. James Joyce was probably the most infamous for this in his 
book Ulysses, in which one chapter contains a sentence with 4,391 words. If anyone ever gives you a copy to read, run 
for your life.  
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Other writers can “get away with” a long sentence, but knowing when to stop and start a new sentence is all about style 
and appropriacy. Try reading this passage from Cormac McCarthy ś All the Pretty Horses:

“ That night he dreamt of horses on a high plain where the spring rains had brought up the grass 
and the wildflowers out of the ground and the flowers ran all blue and yellow far as the eye could 
see and in the dream he was among the horses running and in the dream he himself could run 
with the horses and they coursed the young mares and fillies over the plain where their rich bay 
and their chestnut colors shone in the sun and the young colts ran with their dams and trampled 
down the flowers in a haze of pollen that hung in the sun like powdered gold and they ran he and 
the horses out along the high mesas where the ground resounded under their running hooves and 
they flowed and changed and ran and their manes and tails blew off them like spume and there 
was nothing else at all in that high world and they moved all of them in a resonance that was like a 
music among them and they were none of them afraid horse nor colt nor mare and they ran in that 
resonance which is the world itself and which cannot be spoken but only praised.”

It contains 205 words. Not a sniff on James Joyce, but pretty challenging to read all the same. 

* In American English, a full stop is referred to a period. Americans often speak this word at the end of a sentence 
to add emphasis, much like an exclamation mark (!) on paper… which is often confusing to the British English listener 
when a lady tells him “I´m not going out tonight. Period.”

This leads us to the exclamation mark (!) – something which has enjoyed a glorious revival and overuse since the 
language of SMS took over. As mentioned above, the exclamation mark can be used like a full stop to end a sentence, but 
only to add a bit of drama, or emphasis. Therefore, avoid using the exclamation mark in formal texts. 

Finally, the question mark (?) (also known as interrogation point). To state the obvious, if you want to ask a direct 
question (or write a sentence that demands an answer from your reader) end the sentence with a question mark. 

“So, what ś the speed of dark?”  
  Steven Wright

“Why do escalator hand rails move marginally faster than the stairs?”  
  Me

An indirect question is slightly different insofar as it doesn´t always require a question mark. It actually sounds like a 
statement, but most of the time we are still looking for an answer:

“I wonder if Mayo will ever win the All-Ireland.”
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b) Use of Upper and Lower Case in Headings and Titles etc.
Headings and titles almost always use upper-case letters at the beginning of the main words. 

For example: Game of Thrones. The word “of” is not a main part of this title, therefore the “o” remains lower case. 

If you compare the TV shows Stranger Things, The Walking Dead and Orange is the New Black, you will notice that only in 
the latter do we have two words which are not considered important enough to begin with upper-case letters. These words 
are almost always articles (a/an/the), prepositions (in/on/at etc.), conjunctions (and…), and the verb “to be” (is/am/are etc.).

The same goes for job titles (The Director of Human Resources and Recruitment), multi-word countries (The United States 
of America), books (The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time) and songs (You ŕe the Reason our Kids are Ugly) 

There are, of course, other parts of the language where upper-case letters are used. For example, acronyms use all 
upper case:

“Email me back ASAP.”
“I´m staying in to watch a DVD” said somebody, about ten or twelve years ago. 
“I´m pretty sure my mother trained with the CIA before I started dating.” 

If you hear the phrase “All caps”, it refers to something which has been written entirely in upper case, like a tabloid 
headline or a Donald Trump tweet; both of which signal and appeal to a lesser form of intelligence. 

c) Using a Proper Noun
The first question is: what ś a noun? In a sentence, it ś a person, place or thing – the subject and object of a sentence. 

 “My granny brought me back a samurai sword from her holiday in Japan.” 

There are lots of different kinds of nouns, but for punctuation purposes we will stick to Proper nouns and Common nouns. 

A Proper noun is basically the name of something specific. Proper nouns always start with upper-case letters.  
Examples include:

– Names of people – Cities – Countries
– Geographical regions – Days of the week                                        – Months                                                    
– Titles of films, books etc. – Job titles – Nationalities and languages
– Landmarks – Planets  – Rivers
– Lakes  – Mountains  – Brands

*seasons are an exception to this list – spring, summer, autumn and winter: lower case. 
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Common nouns (nouns which refer to things in general) start with lower-case letters (unless they come at the 
beginning of a sentence):

“Look at that dog.”
“I got three books for my birthday.”
“It ś a gorgeous city.”

Now we can go back to the earlier examples of “polish” (what you shine your shoes with) and “Polish” (people from Poland). 
Closer to home: “cork” (what you put in a bottle so the wine won´t spill) and “Cork” (a city at the centre of the universe). 

Now can you explain the difference between “earth” and “Earth”? And “god” and “God”? 

And while you’re on a roll, add upper-case letters and full stops to the following text where needed:

“ last summer, we all went to sicily for two weeks we rented a car at the airport in palermo and  
set off with nothing but a dodgy gps and a 20-year-old copy of the survivor ś guide to italy we 
made a beeline for the east and spent a day exploring mount etna apparently, it ś europe ś  
most active volcano.” 
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