
English 10 
Clarifying Commas 
 
The comma is, perhaps, the most common of our punctuation friends (after the terminally 
boring end marks—period, exclamation point, and question mark), but it’s also one of the most 
important.  The comma was invented to help the reader understand what is being expressed in a 
sentence.  Without our friend the comma, tragic misunderstandings can ensue! 
 
What follows is an overview of the comma rules you’ll most often need to know, including a few tips about when not to use 
commas. 
 

Rule C-1:  Use a comma before a coordinating conjunction that separates two independent clauses.  Stated 

more simply: Use a comma before FANBOYS when separating two complete thoughts. 
Ex:  I never really enjoyed grammar, but then I realized how satisfying it was to express my thoughts clearly.  
Full disclosure:  In short sentences with no possibility of confusion, some writers will choose not to include the comma.   
Ex:  Gretchen loved writing but she didn’t know how to use commas.  

 Sentences like this are the only instance in which the comma is a judgment call.  On the ACT, add the comma. 

 

Rule C-2:  Use a comma after an introductory word group. (Examples: after an adverb, an infinitive phrase, or 

an adverb clause that begins a sentence.)  
Ex:  Before I learned the rules, I used to put commas in all kinds of random places. 
 
Full disclosure:  In short sentences with no possibility of confusion, some writers will choose not to include the comma.   
Ex:  Norbert loved writing.  Unfortunately he disregarded comma rules. 
This sort of thing is fine for style, but for the sake of the ACT obey the rule that a comma is necessary after the introductory element. 

 

Rule C-3:  Use a comma between all items in a series.  While it’s true that in newspapers and magazines you will 

not see the comma after the second-to-last item in the series, that is a different convention.  MLA protocol, which the 
ACT tests you on, does require the comma. 

Ex:  Learning a little bit about grammar helps people prevent misunderstandings, express their ideas more clearly, and improve 
their writing style.  

 

Rule C-4:  Use a comma to separate nonessential information.   

Ex:  Proper comma usage, which is governed by a few basic rules, is critical for clear expression. 
 
NOTE 1:  These “interrupters” can come at the beginning, middle, or end of a sentence, and they come in a 
variety of forms:  adverb clauses, prepositional phrases, appositives, absolute phrases, etc. 
 

NOTE 2: Use the “Removability Test” to determine whether or not information is essential.  Ask 

yourself:   
When the word group is removed, does the meaning become too general?   
Or, put another way: Does the word group identify key parts of the sentence?  If the information is essential, no comma 
is necessary. 
Ex:  The English department needed comma shirts that were stain resistant for their end-of-the-year party. (A comma is not 
necessary before “that” because it identifies a specific kind of shirt, one that is crucial to understanding how 
awesome the shirts will be.) 



Rule C-5:  Use a comma to replace “and” between words describing the same noun.  (Note:  these are called 

“coordinate adjectives.”) 
 Ex:  My dear, sweet, agreeable friend the comma was a joy to use. 
 

NOTE:  If you cannot insert the word “and” between these descriptors, they are called “cumulative 
adjectives”; no comma is necessary. 
Ex:  My birthday gift to her was a delicious chocolate cake in the shape of a comma. 

 

Rule C-6:  Use a comma to set off transitional expressions.  If used in the middle of a sentence, punctuation 

should surround the transitional expression. 
 
Examples of transitional phrases:  in other words; in fact; as a matter of fact; to be sure; for example; on the other hand; even 
so; on the contrary; as a result; of course; without a doubt; etc. 
Ex:  Learning proper punctuation was, in fact, one of the unexpected pleasures of English class this year. 
 
Examples of conjunctive adverbs:  however; nevertheless; moreover; still; admittedly; thus; granted; etc. 
Ex:  Admittedly, I’ve always avoided studying grammar. The lessons on commas, however, proved to be entertaining and 
enlightening.   
 

 
As simple as it is, sometimes comma usage can still be maddening.   
Here are a few times when commas are not necessary.  
 

Rule NoC-1:  Do not use commas to set off restrictive or mildly parenthetical elements. 
Ex:   Incorrect:  In the story, “The Scarlet Ibis,” Doodle’s main trait is his love of commas. 
 Correct:  In the story “The Scarlet Ibis,” Doodle’s main trait is his love of commas.   
(Knowing which story is essential to the meaning of the sentence; it is a restrictive element.) 

 

Rule NoC-2:  Do not use a comma to set off a concluding adverb clause that is essential to the meaning of a 

sentence.   Adverb clauses used as sentence openers generally require a comma to clarify meaning.  Most adverb clauses 
used as sentence closers do not require a comma because the information they contain is essential to the meaning of the 
earlier part of the sentence.   
 

NOTE 1:  Adverb clauses are usually essential if they begin with words / phrases like the following:  after; as 
soon as; before; because; if; since; so that; unless; until; when. 
Ex.  Jimmy always got great grades on grammar quizzes because he paid attention when learning comma rules. 
 
NOTE 2:  Adverb clauses that begin with although, even though, though, and whereas are usually nonessential. 
Ex.  The grammar lesson seemed to last only a few minutes, although the bell signaled it had lasted the entire class period. 
 
 
 

**Your assignment is to now write three examples of correct comma usage, and identify 
below each sentence the type of comma rule that applies.  
 
Ex. Ms. Mullins, my English teacher, just loves commas.  
RULE: NoC-4 
 
 
Extra Credit if you can find an example that changes meaning completely with or without a comma. See the example on the front.  


