Academic Writing Tip 25

The Dash

     A dash is a short straight line used to emphasize parenthetical material.  Second language writers tend to overuse dashes—which are intrusive—in formal writing.  As an example, two dashes were just used around the above which clause.  In that clause, a comma before which would have been enough.  Save the dashes for strong, emphatic points. 
Note: In Microsoft word, type two dashes—not one—for this usage. One dash is only used to show compound usage. 

Here are a few rules about dashes:

· Use dashes to set off parenthetical material that requires emphasis.  Leave no space between the dash and the first and last words being set off.  In other words, the dash must touch the words that precede and follow it.

EX:
               Japan’s economy was strong—even booming—during the 1980’s.

Note: Dashes are much more emphatic than commas or parentheses. Because dashes are abrupt, halting a reader for a moment, they should not be used too often.

· Use dashes occasionally to set off an expression that summarizes or illustrates the preceding statement.  Such expressions are often appositives (explanatory) that the writer wants to emphasize:

EX:

              Fearing confrontation, many teachers are not honest with students—meaning 

              they will not tell them when their work is inadequate.

· Use a dash before a credit line, as at the end of a quoted passage that begins a chapter of a thesis.

EX:

              Kind words can be short and easy to speak, but their echoes are truly 

              endless.

                                                                                 —Mother Teresa                                     
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