
FUN WITH COMMAS: A COMMA USAGE GUIDE 
WHEN DO YOU NEED A COMMA?  

1.  IN A COMPOUND SENTENCE  AFTER A COORDINATING CONJ UNCTIO N 

When jo in ing two or  m ore independent c lauses (complete 

thoughts)  with a coord inat ing  con junct ion ,  p lace a comma before 

the coord inat ing con junct ion .  

COORDINATING CONJ UNCTIONS ARE WORDS THAT ARE USED TO 

LINK GRAMMATICALLY S IMILAR ELEMENTS L IKE TWO NOUNS (PEACE 

AND J OY) ,  TWO ADJECTIVES (LOUD AND SCARY) OR TWO  CLAUSES .   

FANBOYS is  an acronym  that  can help  you remember the seven  

coordinat ing con junct ions :  For ,  And, Nor ,  But ,  Or ,  Yet ,  and  So .  

I f  the words  on  both  s ides of  the coord inat ing conjunct ion cou ld 

be a separate  sentence,  add a  comm a before the conjunct ion .  I f  

they cannot ,  do not  add  a comm a.   

Comma n eeded  

•  I  would have been happy to  he lp her ,  but  I  was morta l ly  

wounded.   

•  I  love you ,  but  your  feet  are too b ig.   

•  Her heart  was fu l l  o f  b i le ,  and her  mouth was ful l  o f  l ies .   

No comma needed  

•  He went  to  heaven but  couldn’t  a fford the entr ance fee .  

2 .  BETWEEN ITEMS IN A SERIES  

Use comm as to separate words and  word groups in  a s imple ser ies 

of  thr ee or  m ore item s .  

Comma n eeded  

•  She registered for  phys ics ,  defense against  the  dark ar ts ,  and 

rocket  sc ience.   

•  Geor ge p lanned to  take  over  the earth ,  se l l  the  planet  to  the  
highest  b idder ,  and use  the prof it s  to  star t  a  goat  farm on 
Neptune .   

No comma needed  

•  Lana was logical  and love ly.  

3.  AFTER INTRODUCTORY CLAUSES  

Add a comm a after  intr oductor y c lauses .  

INTRODUCTORY CLAUSES ARE DEPENDENT CLAUSES THAT SET THE  

STAGE FOR THE  MAIN PART OF THE SENTENCE,  THE INDEPENDENT 

CLAUSE.  INTRODUCTORY CLAUSES  START WITH ADVERBS  SUCH AS 

AFTER,  ALTHOUGH, AS,  BECAUSE,  BEFORE,  IF ,  S INCE,  THOUGH, 

UNTIL,  & WHEN  

 

Comma need ed:  

•  Although S imon proposed, he d id  not  co me to the wedding.  

•  I f  Rash ia had asked, he would  have g iven h is  l i fe .  

•  Because the war  had  ended , the so ld iers  bur ied  the ir  guns .

 

 

 



 

4.  AFTER INTRODUCTORY PHRASES  

Like introductor y  c lauses ,  introductory  phrases are  dependent and set  the sta ge for  the main  sentence .  Un like introductory  c lau ses,  they do  

not  include a sub ject  and verb .  Introductory  phrases inc lu de  PREPOSITIONAL , INFIN ITIVE ,  ABSOLUTE , and  PARTICIPIAL PHRASES .   

PREPOSITIONAL PHRASES  

AN INTRODUCTORY PREPOSITIONAL PHRASE ANSWERS ONE OF THE 

FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ABO UT THE MAIN CLAUSE:  HOW? WHERE? 

WHICH ONE? WHAT KIND? WHEN? TO WHAT EXTENT? IF  THE PHRASE 

IS  FOUR OR MORE WORDS,  USE A COMMA.  

 

Comma needed :  

•  Along roads ides across  the countr y,  ghosts  wander  look ing for  

homes.   

No comma needed:  

•  On the  tra in  they lost  their  m ind s.  

APPOSITIVE PHRASES  

AN INTRODUCTORY APPOSITIVE  PHRASE RENAMES THE NOUN 

DIRECTLY AFTER IT.   

Comma needed:  

•  A t ime trave ler  with a grudge and a love of  g lam metal ,  J ack 

kept  returning to 1978.   

INFINITIVE  PHRASES  

AN INTRODUCTORY INFINITIVE  PHRASE STARTS WITH AN INFINITIVE 

[TO +  SIMPLE FORM OF A VERB].  

Comma needed:  

•  To avo id answer ing their  quest ions ,  she pretended to be  dead.

ABSOLUTE PHRASES   

AN INTRODUCTORY ABSOLUTE PHRASE CONSISTS OF A NOUN 

FOLLOWED BY A WORD OR PHRASE THAT DESCRIBES THE NOUN AND 

MODIFIES AN ENTIRE CLAUSE.  

Comma needed:  

•  Their  hands and faces b loody ,  the ch i ldren wer e not  al lowed at  

the table.  

PARTICIPIAL PHRASES  

AN INTRODUCTORY PARTICIPLE DESCRIBES A  NOUN OR PRONOUN IN 

THE MAIN CLAUSE  IN TERMS OF ITS ACTION OR STATE OF BE ING.  

PARTICIPLES GENERALLY END IN -ED,  - ING OR -EN.  WHEN A 

SENTENCE STARTS WITH A PARTICIPAL PHRASE,  USE  A COMMA 

AFTER IT .  IF  THE PARTICIPIAL PHRASE IS  ESSENTIAL TO THE 

MEANING OF THE  SENTENCE,  NO COMMAS SHOULD BE USED.  

Comma needed:  

•  Exam in ing the wound carefu l ly ,  he dec ided to use the hack 

saw.  

•  Shaken and haunted, James asked to  be g iven a  second chance.  

No comma needed:  

•   Go ing for  a  swim in  the  sewers  a lways  m ade her  fee l  better .

 



 

5.  AROUND ADJECTIVE CLAUSES

ADJECTIVE CLAUSES DESCRIBE THE NOUN THAT COMES BEFORE THE 

CLAUSE. THEY BEGIN WITH  THAT, WHEN, WHERE, WHO, WHOM, WHOSE, 

WHICH, OR WHY. IF THE ADJECTIVE CLAUSE CAN BE REMOVED WITHOUT 

CHANGING THE MEANING OF THE SENTENCE, PLACE COMMAS ON BOTH 

SIDES OF IT.  

Comma needed  

•  The pres ident ,  who was  recent ly arr ested ,  has no moral  

inte l l igence .   

•  Super  Stupor ,  which is  the lar gest  bar  in  town, lost  it s  l i cense.   

No comma needed  

•  The cr emator ium  that  I  l iked r ecent ly c losed.  

6.  AROUND APPOSITIVES  

AN APPOSITIVE IS A WORD OR PHRASE THAT DESCRIBES AND RENAMES A 

NOUN RIGHT NEXT TO IT. WHEN THE APPOSITIVE IS NOT ESSENTIAL TO THE 

MEANING OF THE SENTENCE, SET IT OFF WITH A COMMA OR, IF IT IS 

MIDSENTENCE, TWO.  

Comma needed:  

•  Akron Sp lendif ,  the d irector  o f  the new organ procurement  

agency ,  just  r ece ived a third  kidney.  

7.  IN DATES  

COMMAS ARE USED TO SEPARATE THE DAY OF THE WEEK FROM THE 

MONTH AND THE DAY OF THE MONTH FROM THE YEAR.  

WHEN A DATE APPEARS IN THE MIDDLE OF A SENTENCE, THE YEAR IS ALSO 

FOLLOWED BY A COMMA. 

Comma needed :  

•  She rea l ized  he had scheduled the wedding for  Fr iday,  March 

13th ,  2026.   

•  He not iced that  the love letter  was dated Apr i l  1 ,  1999.  

•  The storm on  November  11 ,  2011,  was cons ider ed the 

beginn ing of  the end .  

8.  AFTER INTRODUCTORY WORDS  

INTRODUCTORY WORDS FUNCTION AS BRIDGES THAT HELP READERS 

TRANSITION FROM ONE SENTENCE TO THE NEXT. INTRODUCTORY WORDS 

SHOULD BE FOLLOWED BY A COMMA.  

 

Common int roductory  words :   

•  yes,  however,  wel l ,  meanwhi le ,  nonetheless ,  furthermore,  

therefore ,  thus ,  moreover,  af terward ,  later ,  f ir st ,  f ina l ly ,  

gener a l ly ,  st i l l ,  yet ,  next,  bas ica l ly ,  no ,  actually ,  eventual ly,  

now,  ult imately ,  etc .  

9.  TO SET OFF QUOTATION MARKS IN DIALOUGE  

USE COMMAS TO SEPARATE THE WORDS INSIDE QUOTATION MARKS FROM 

THE REST OF THE SENTENCE. IF A DIALOGUE TAG COMES BEFORE THE 

QUOTED MATERIAL, PLACE THE COMMA AFTER THE TAG AND BEFORE THE 

QUOTE. IF THE DIALOGUE TAG COMES AFTER THE QUOTED MATERIAL, 

PLACE THE COMMA BEFORE THE CLOSING QUOTATION MARK.  

Comma needed:  

•  Elena whispered, “Did you do it?”  

•  “Excuse  me,”  said  Richard .  “You just  cut  o ff  my f inger.”   

•  “Oh ! I ’m  so  sorr y ,”  I  shouted ,  “ I  d idn ’t  see  you  there .  



FUN WITH COMMAS: A COMMA USAGE GUIDE 
10.  WHEN NAMING GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATIONS  

COMMAS ARE USED TO SEPARATE GEOGRAPHICAL ELEMENTS. WHEN A 

SERIES OF GEOGRAPHICAL ELEMENTS APPEARS IN THE MIDDLE OF A 

SENTENCE, THEY ARE FOLLOWED BY A COMMA. 

Commas needed:  

•  His address  was 123 Sesame Street ,  New York ,  NY 54321.  

•  They le ft  Par is ,  Fr ance,  to  l ive in  Par is ,  Texas ,  because they 

thought the  E i f fe l  Tower in  Par is  was  showy.  

11.  WHEN USING NAMES  

WHEN DIRECTLY ADDRESSING SOMEONE, THE PERSON’S NAME SHOULD BE 

SET OFF WITH COMMAS.  

Comma needed:  

•  John, I  want you to com e look at  th is.   

•  Unfortunate ly ,  Mar y,  I ’ve tempor ar i ly lost  m y v is ion .  

COMMAS ALSO SET OFF NAMES IN GREETINGS AND CLOSINGS OF LETTERS 

AND EMAILS: 

Comma needed:  

•  Greet ings ,  Bor is ,  

•  Yours  t i l l  I  f ind someone better ,  Mat i lda   

12.  WITH THE WORDS YES AND NO  

IN DIRECT ADDRESS, USE A COMMA AFTER THE WORDS YES AND NO.  

Comma needed:  

•  No, I  d id  not  intend to destroy h im .  

•  Yes,  you  can  pick up the zombie s on Fr iday.   

13.  AROUND INTE RRUPTORS  

INTERRUPTERS INTERRUPT A THOUGHT TO SHOW EMOTION OR ADD 

EMPHASIS. WHEN YOU USE AN INTERRUPTER IN THE MIDDLE OF A 

SENTENCE, PLACE A COMMA ON BOTH SIDES. 

 

Comma needed:  

•  Teleportat ion fees ,  as  you know, are pro jected to fa l l  by  

thirty percent .   

•  The ch i ldren , unfortunately ,  were  taken by a l iens.   

•  The c loset  was,  in  fact ,  a  pock et  d imension.  

 

Questions? Correct ions? Suggest ions? Compla ints? Contact  Daniel le  at  ddel -g iudice@mvcc.edu .  
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