By Randy Hines

This is the time when many university students are returning to their ivy covered campuses around the South. So today’s column will deal with that frequently-misused punctuation mark known as a hyphen. 

Hyphens account for most of the punctuation errors we see on student papers. How many of you spotted the two hyphen mistakes in the lead paragraph?

Yes, ivy covered needs one in the opening sentence.

“Hyphens are joiners,” the Associated Press Stylebook section called A Guide to Punctuation reminds journalists. “Use them to avoid ambiguity or to form a single idea from two or more words.”

Compound modifiers need the hyphen for clarification. Does your city have a foreign car dealer or a foreign-car dealer? The punctuation insertion lets readers know that the vehicles are foreign, not the owner of the business.

A double meaning example this summer was found in the sports section out of Green Bay, Wis. Was a certain veteran quarterback going to resign or re-sign? Another similar word is recover and re-cover. 

In the second sentence above, a less-common mistake is found. The phrase frequently-misused punctuation mark does not need a hyphen. 

As the Associated Press rules continue: “When a compound modifier – two or more words that express a single concept – precedes a noun, use hyphens to link all the words in the compound except the adverb very and all adverbs that end in -ly: a first-quarter touchdown, a bluish-green dress, a full-time job, a well-known man, a better-qualified woman, a know-it-all attitude, a very good time, an easily remembered rule.

“Many combinations that are hyphenated before a noun are not hyphenated when they occur after a noun: The team scored in the first quarter. The dress, a bluish green, was attractive on her. She works full time. His attitude suggested that he knew it all.

“But when a modifier that would be hyphenated before a noun occurs instead after a form of the verb to be, the hyphen usually must be retained to avoid confusion: The man is well-known. The woman is quick-witted. The children are soft-spoken. The play is second-rate.”

Check your use of hyphens in every story. 

Randy Hines is a professor at Susquehanna University in Selinsgrove, Pa. His latest book is “Print Matters: How to Write Great Advertising” (www.racombooks.com) with Bob Lauterborn, James L. Knight Chair of Advertising at UNC Chapel Hill. Hines can be reached at randyhinesapr@yahoo.com.

