
Commas

In elementary school, students are often taught to insert a comma where a breath is taken.  This guideline is a good start, but can prove to be misleading.  In academic writing, commas should be used in the following instances:

· Compound sentences

· After introductory words

· [image: image1.wmf]Between items in a series

· Between two or more adjectives

· Around a non-restrictive clause or phrase

Below are examples and explanations for each of these instances. 

Compound Sentences

When two independent clauses are joined, both a comma and a conjunction must be used.  In layman’s terms, if two phrases could stand on their own as independent sentences and they are joined with a conjunction, a comma must be used.  Conjunctions are easy: just remember the FAN BOYS (For And Nor But Or Yet So).

Ex: Bates won the football game.  Colby will win next time. → 

Bates won the football game, but Colby will win next time.

Introductory Words
A comma should be used “after an introductory adverb clause, prepositional phrase, or participial phrase” (Hacker 52).  The technical terms aren’t important, just remember that “a comma tells readers that the introductory word group has come to a close and that the main part of the sentence is about to begin” (Hacker 52-53).  
Ex: When the chef began to cook, the students rushed to the dining hall.
From the top of the hill, the view of the city is picturesque.
Waiting for grades to be posted, Ellie paced the hallway.  

The only exception is that “the comma may be omitted after a short clause or phrase if there is no danger of misreading” (Hacker 53).


Ex: Beside the tree we saw a squirrel.
Items in a series
When there are three or more items in a series, they must be separated by commas.

Ex: I’m going to Freeport today to buy a winter coat, snow boots, and a wool scarf.

The last comma (between boots and and) is optional.  If the comma will help make the sentence more clear, it should be included.  Otherwise, including the comma is a stylistic choice.  It’s only important that the writer’s comma use is consistent throughout a given piece of writing. 

Two or More Adjectives
Commas should be used “to separate two or more adjectives that describe the same noun equally” (Harris).

Ex: Chilling, gray, stormy clouds blanketed the Waterville sky before the first snowfall of the year.

Note: Don’t get into the habit of automatically separating adjectives with commas.  Two or more adjectives must both be modifying the same noun in order to be separated.  In the following example, Hacker demonstrates the correct way to omit unnecessary commas:

Ex: Three large gray shapes moved slowly toward us (Hacker 54).
Hint: If the adjectives can be separated with and and the sentence still makes sense, use commas (Hacker). If separating the adjectives with and doesn’t make sense, don’t use commas.  In the example above, “it would be very odd to say three and large and gray shapes” (Hacker 54).
Around A Non-restrictive Clause or phrase
“Use commas to set off non-restrictive modifiers.  Do not use commas to set off restrictive modifiers.  A non-restrictive modifier adds information that is not essential to our understanding of the sentence; if we remove it from the sentence, the basic meaning of the sentence does not change.  A restrictive modifier identifies, or limits the reference of, the noun it modifies” (UW-Madison Writing Center).

Example of a non-restrictive modifier set off by commas:

Colby College, founded in 1813, is one of many well-established institutes of higher education in the state of Maine.


Founded in 1813 can be identified as a non-restrictive modifier because if it were removed, the sentence would retain its basic meaning.


Example of a restrictive modifier (without commas):

The college founded in 1813 is a superb place for young intellectuals to pursue academic enlightenment; the college founded in 1855 is mediocre by comparison.


In this sentence founded in 1813 and founded in 1855 are necessary to the basic meaning of the sentence.  Therefore, it can be determined that they are restrictive modifiers and that commas should not be used.
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