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Comma Usage1

Comma Usage
❖ Comma rules are the hardest of all. There are some rules, but almost all comma rules have

exceptions. Effective use of commas requires you not only to know the requisite rules but also—
at least some of the time—to make decisions.

Rules
❖ Use a comma before the conjunction in a compound sentence:

➢ EX: The game was over, but the crowd refused to leave.
➢ Exception 1: If the clause in the compound sentence is short, you can omit the comma:

■ EX: That is short and that is too.
➢ Exception 2: If both clauses in a compound sentence have the same subject—and there is

no chance for misreading—you can omit the comma.
■ EX: She came home then she ate lunch.

❖ Use a comma after introductory words, phrases, and clauses:
➢ EX: If you can’t finish the assignment, ask for an extension.
➢ EX: First, read the assignment sheet.

EX: While reading, she fell asleep.
➢ Exception: If the introductory segment is short, and there is no chance of misreading, you

can omit the comma.
■ EX: After class go to the library.

❖ Use a comma to separate items in a series:
➢ EX: He had a sandwich, chips, and juice for lunch.

❖ Use a comma to separate a nonrestrictive or nonessential part of a sentence from the main part of
the sentence.
➢ Here are some clues to help you decide whether the sentence element is essential:

■ If you leave out the clause, phrase, or word, does the sentence still make sense?
■ Does the clause, phrase, or word interrupt the flow of words in the original

sentence?
■ If you move the element to a different position in the sentence, does the sentence

still make sense?
➢ Here are some example sentences with nonessential elements (underlined):

1 Adapted from: Elbow, P. & Belanoff, P. (2000). A Community of writers: A workshop course in writing.
For more on this topic, see: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/607/02/



■ That Tuesday, which happens to be my birthday, is the only day when I am
available to meet.

■ This restaurant has an exciting atmosphere. The food, on the other hand, is rather
bland.

■ I appreciate your hard work. In this case, however, you seem to have
over-exerted yourself.


