SOL Review 

Commas:  All You Need to Know

Use a comma (,) to signal a place in your writing where you want the reader to pause before continuing.  Commas can be used in many situations, but most of them are covered in the following six rules:

Tip 1:  Use a comma after each item in a series except the last.  

If three or more items are listed in a row, a comma is needed after each item in the series except the last.

Example:  I like stamp collecting, skydiving, and alligator wrestling.

Tip 2:  Use a comma after an introductory phrase or clause.

A phrase at the beginning of a sentence that introduces the main idea of the sentence is called an introductory phrase.  

Example:  By the end of the school year, I hope she remembers my name.

Tip 3:  Use commas to set off appositives.

An appositive is a word or group of words that renames or explains a noun or pronoun.  

Example:  That woman, the one with the weird hat, is my karate teacher.

Tip 4:  Use commas to set off parenthetical and transitional expressions.

A parenthetical expression is a side comment that isn’t needed for understanding the sentence but that adds emphasis or illustrates what the writer is saying.  Some common expressions are as a matter of fact, believe me, I am sure, to tell the truth, and it seems to me.

Example:  She is, I assure you, the best drummer in the band.

Transitional expressions are words and phrases such as however, nevertheless, in addition, on the other hand, therefore, in other words, furthermore, in conclusion, and for example.  These expressions show the relationship between ideas.

Example:  There are, however, plenty of reasons to join the circus.

Tip 5:  Use a comma and a coordinating conjunction to join two independent clauses.

An independent clause is a complete sentence.

Example:  On study has shown that February is the safest month for tornadoes in the United States, but another study suggested that December and January are the safest.

Tip 6:  Use a comma to set off phrases and clauses that aren’t essential to the meaning of the sentence.

A nonessential phrase or clause can be removed from the sentence without drastically altering the meaning of the sentence.

Example:  China, located in Asia, is home to more than 1.2 billion people.

These phrases and clauses are set off with commas to show that they are less important than the rest of the sentence.  Whether or not you decide to set off a phrase or clause with commas can affect the meaning of the sentence.

Example:  Athletes, who want to win at all cost, can be a danger to themselves and others. (states that all athletes want to win at all costs)

Athletes who want to win at all costs are a danger to themselves and others.  (states that only those athletes who want to win at all cost are a danger; there are other athletes with more balanced views.)

This is just a partial list of the many uses of commas.  You probably know that commas are used in dates, addresses, and several other situations.  These six rules, however, will get you through the most difficult comma situations you are likely to encounter.

Practice Exercise:

Insert commas as needed in the following sentences.  

1. In the middle of the season our quarterback hurt his leg.

2. He is of course the most demanding teacher in the school.

3. That woman the one walking the St. Bernard is a good friend of mine.
4. I want to study art math and scuba diving.
5. To tell the truth I didn’t study very much for this test.
6. Julie left a message on Jess’s voice mail and Jess called her back an hour later.
7. During the late 1800s settlers from countries such as Sweden frustrated by poor soil and small land holdings in their homeland decided to try their luck in the American Midwest.
8. A player who goes out of turn is automatically eliminated.
9. We have been reading Beowulf the oldest epic poem in English.
10. You must therefore arrive on time.
