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Hyphens, En Dashes, and Em Dashes:  

Differences, Similarities, and Uses 
 
 
At this stage in your academic career, you’ve likely encountered the hyphen, the em dash, and the en 
dash in your reading. These punctuation marks look similar—often colloquially being referred to as 
“long lines” or “short lines” in writing—but they are all used differently. This handout will explain the 
differences in usage along with models so you can use them confidently in your own composition.  
 
Hyphens 
Hyphens are always used to connect two separate word elements to form a compound word. Word 
elements include standard English words, prefixes, suffixes, single letters, and numbers. 
 
Examples of Hyphen Usage 
The following examples will clarify situations in which to use hyphens. 
 
1. Join two or more independent words to turn them into a single adjective before a noun. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. Join three or more independent words to turn them into a complex compound word. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Write out the last two place values (in the ten and one columns) of a compound number. 
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one-way street 
well-known author 

!"#$%&'()
 

daughter-in-law 
editor-in-chief 

over-the-counter 
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forty-six 
one hundred sixty-three 

three thousand eight hundred twenty-one 
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4. Avoid confusion between similar-sounding words or stop two or more identical letters from 
being placed next to each other. 
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Dashes Activity 
Insert either en dashes or em dashes to make each sentence grammatically correct. 
 
 


