
COMMA NOTES  
 
Commas with coordinating conjunctions (fanboys) 
 

         
 

Independent Clause: a group or words that contain BOTH a subject and 
verb and expresses a complete thought. Basically a sentence! 

 

Dependent clause: a group of words that contain BOTH a subject and 
verb, but it is not a complete thought. It can not stand by itself. 

 

Coordinating Conjunctions: A word which joins together 
two clauses that are both equally important. 

For, And, Nor, But, Or, Yet, So 
 
 

 
 
RULE #1:  When you have two independent clauses joined together with a 
coordinating conjunction (fanboys), you must have a comma proceeding the 
conjunction. 
 
 
 

Ex: I love to swim, but I hate shopping for swimming suits. 

 

NOTE: Both clauses–I love to swim and I hate shopping for swimming suits–are 
independent. These independent clauses are joined together with the conjunction 
“but.” So we have to use a comma before the “but.” 

 
 
  
RULE #2: When the conjunctions are just combining phrases or dependent 
clauses not two independent clauses, then there is no comma.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example: On Homecoming last weekend our frat party started at noon and lasted 

until dawn. 
 

–“lasted until dawn” is a dependent clause NOT an independent 
clause, so no comma is needed. 

 



Exceptions 
 When you want to give special emphasis to the second element in a 

coordinated pair, you can use a comma even though one isn’t required. 
 When linking a series of three or more elements, you use a comma before 

the “and.” 
 

Example of Exception #1: I didn’t believe him, and said so. 
 

–The writer wanted to place emphasis on “said so.” Even though it is not 
an independent clause, the writer used a comma to create a pause, which 
then placed emphasis on and “said so.” 

 

Example of Exception #2: I love many sports: basketball, softball, and volleyball. 
–Since and is being used to combine a series of three elements, a comma 
is used. 

 

EXERCISE 
 

Add commas where needed; some sentences will not need commas. If the sentence does not 

need a comma, write  correct.  

 

1.  He loves to play guitar but doesn’t feel good about singing. 

2. She forgot to turn in the assignment so she plans on doing it today. 

3. She forgot to turn in the assignment and plans on doing it today. 

4. Jose went home and began working on his “Where I’m From” poem. 

5. Craig and Katie went to the store and they both came out empty.   

6. The show was so exciting yet it lasted too long. 

7. I love teaching but I had to quit to be a stay-at-home mom.  

8. I could work on my homework or play basketball. 

9. Daniel had the highest score in math class so he got to have free time. 

10. I could work on my homework or I could play basketball. 

 

 

 

 



Commas after Introductions 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Rule: There are many different types of introductory elements, and they all are 

followed by a comma.  

 

Types of Introductions 
  
Single-Word sentence modifier:  one word that modifies the meaning of another word, 

phrase, or clause.  
 

*Surprisingly, the roof was still intact. 

 

Introductory Clauses: Introductory clauses are dependent clauses (subordinate) that 

provide background information or "set the stage" for the main part of the sentence, the 

independent clause.   

 

    * If they want to win, athletes must exercise every day. 

    * Because he kept barking insistently, we threw the ball for Smokey. 
 

Clue: Introductory clauses start with subordinating conjunctions like after, although, 

as, as if, as long as, as though, because, before, how, if, once, in order that, since, so 

that, provided, than, though, unless, until, when, whenever, where, wherever, while. 

 

 

Introductory Phrases:  Introductory phrases set the stage for the main action of the 

sentence, but they are not complete clauses. Phrases don't have both a subject and a 

verb. 
 

    * To stay in shape for competition, athletes must exercise every day. 

      (introductory infinitive phrase) 
 

    * Barking insistently, Smokey got us to throw his ball to him. 

        (introductory participial phrase) 
 

Definitions 

 

Clause:  Contains both a subject and a verb. 

 

Phrase:  Contains a subject or a verb, but not both.  



    * A popular and well respected mayor, Bailey was the clear favorite in the campaign 

for governor.  

       (introductory appositive phrase) 
 

    * The wind blowing violently, the townspeople began to seek shelter. 

       (introductory absolute phrase) 
 

    * After the adjustment for inflation, real wages have decreased while corporate profits 

have grown.   

        (introductory prepositional phrases) 

 
 

When not to Use a Comma 

 

Some introductory elements don't require a comma, and sometimes the subject of a 

sentence looks like an introductory element, but isn't.  

 

Do not use a comma in the following cases: 

    1. after a brief prepositional phrase. (Is it a single phrase of less than five words?) 

 

    2. after a restrictive (essential) appositive phrase. 

*An appositive is a noun or a pronoun set beside another noun or pronoun     

to explain or identify it. Sometimes, the appositive is essential to the 

sentence, in which case you do not use a comma.  

 

    3. when it separates the subject from the verb (See below.) 

 

Each of the following sentences may look like it requires a comma after the 

opening segment (marked with an x), but the opening segment is really the 

subject of the sentence, and you don’t want to separate your subject from the 

verb.  

 

* Preparing and submitting his report to the committee for evaluation and 

possible publication[x] was one of the most difficult tasks Bill had ever 

attempted. 
 

* To start a new business without doing market research and long-term 

planning in advance[x] would be foolish. 

     

* Extracting the most profit for the least expenditure on labor and 

materials[x] is the primary goal of a capitalist. 

 
 



EXERCISE 
 

Directions: Place commas where needed, and write the type of introductory element being 

used—single word modifier, dependent clause, or phrase. One sentence will not have an 

introductory element. 

 

REMEMBER: A clause will contain BOTH a subject and a verb, whereas a phrase will 

be missing one or the other   

 

1. Although we had reviewed the film twice before we never noticed these details about 

the shooting. 

 

2. After his long nap in the backyard hammock Figueroa felt better. 

 

3. To escape with our lives we would have to run for the exits. 

 

4. Yes I won again. 

 

5. Singing loudly she floated into the room. 

 

6. By evening we had become impatient. 

 

7. To succeed in politics is not necessarily desirable. 

 

8. As I mentioned before the rules can be broken occasionally. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Commas with Coordinate and Cumulative Adjectives 
 
 

 

Definitions 
 

Cumulative Adjectives: Two or more adjectives are considered 
cumulative when the adjectives modify the noun or pronoun as a 
group of successive adjectives or one adjective modifies the other, 
not the object.  

*Hint: Cumulative adjectives NEED to be in a certain order   

 

Coordinate Adjectives: Two or more adjectives are c     
considered coordinate when each adjective modifies a noun or 
pronoun separately. 

     

*Hint: There is no specific order for the adjectives and you  

can insert the word “and” between them. 
 
 
 
 

RULE: You do not use a comma between cumulative adjectives, but 
you do with coordinate adjectives. 
 
 

EXAMPLES OF CUMULATIVE ADJECTIVES 
 

Ex. #1: In a dusty corner of the room was the mysterious metal trunk. 
 

Note: The adjectives—mysterious and metal—are cumulative because they are both 

working together to modify trunk. Using the hint, I knew these adjectives were 

cumulative because I could not switch the order. I could not say metal mysterious trunk.  

 

 

        Ex. #2: The bright red fire truck was headed this way. 

 

Note: The adjectives—bright, red, and fire—are cumulative because bright is 
modifying red, and then together they are modifying truck. Also I cannot say red 
bright fire truck, or fire red bright truck. 

 
 

 

 

 



EXAMPLE OF COORDINATE ADJECTIVES 

 
 

Mother has become a strong, confident, independent woman. 

 

Note: These adjectives are coordinate because each adjective modifies woman 
separately. And I could put them in any order I choose. 

 
 

 

 

EXERCISE 

 
Directions: Place commas where needed in the following sentences. Some sentences will not 

need commas.  

 

1.  Did you read about Macomber’s short happy life? 

 

2.  The former overweight woman told us how she lost fifty pounds.  

 

3. Informative imaginative writing can sell your ideas. 

 

4.  It was a dark silent empty room. 

 

5.  The dark red dress was her favorite 

 

6.  We enjoyed the clean crisp smell of the mountain air.  

 

7.  Beth was a student whose intelligent conscientious mind earned her good grades.  

 

8.  Dr. Bean gave us a hard final examination.  

 

9.  She ate the sweet juicy apple with a vengeance.  

 

10. The awkward shy teenager felt nervous about his first date.  

 

11.  When the team failed to score, the bored restless crowd began to shout.  

 

12.  Marianne’s light blue dress fluttered in the breeze.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Commas with Cities/States/Dates 
  

Use a comma to between city and state and after the state if the sentence continues.  
Sedona, Arizona, is at the entrance to Oak Creek Canyon. 

 

When you have just a month and year, there is no comma.  
I started school October 2003. 

 

If you have the date and the year, there is a comma after the date and after the year 

if the sentence continues.  
 

A horrible tragedy struck on September 11, 2001, the country mourned the 
loss. 

 

With day and date, there is a comma after the day and date if sentence continues. 
On Monday, December 19, Christmas Vacation begins. 

 
 

EXERCISE 

 
1.  Martin Luther King was born on January 15th 1929 in Atlanta Georgia and educated at 

Morehouse College and Boston University.   

 

2.  The town of Timetrip was founded on June 1st 1950. 

         

3.  June 2004 was a wonderful month for my family. 

 

4.  It happened Tuesday January 4th at my school. 

 

5. On September 10th 1997 Mayor Max’s children rode to school in a horse-drawn carriage that 

was built on August 15th 1888. 

 

6.  Timetrip is nothing like Boston Massachusetts or San Francisco California.   



COMMAS with INTERRUPTERS 
 

Rule: Use commas to set off transitional phrases and parenthetical comments that 

interrupt the flow of the sentence. 

 

Types of Interrupters 

 

Direct Address: Person you are directly talking to.  

 

The fact is, my friends, we have no choice in this matter 

 

Mr Ortiz, can you send us a copy of the accident report? 

 

Regular Interrupter: phrase that interrupts the flow of the sentence 

 

Honesty, in my opinion, should always be tempered with kindness. 

 

Being totally honest is, after all, sometimes an excuse for being cruel. 

 

Appositive: a noun or pronoun —often with modifiers— set beside another noun or 

pronoun to explain or identify it.  

 

Here are some examples of appositives (the noun or pronoun is underlined, the 

appositive is in bold). 

 

Your friend, Bill, is in trouble 

 

My brother's car, a sporty red convertible with bucket seats, is the envy 

of my friends. 

 

A bold innovator, Wassily Kadinsky, is known for his colorful abstract 

paintings. 

 

My little sister, Kayla, came to visit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



EXERCISE 

 
Directions: Place commas where needed, and label if it is an appositive, interrupter, or direct 

address. All sentences will need at least one comma. 

 
1.   The chief surgeon an expert in organ-transplant procedures took her nephew on a hospital 

tour. 

 

2.  I made this soup for you Mom. 

 

3.  Ryan why did you draw pictures on the kitchen wall? 

 

4.  Jimbo Gold a professional magician performed at my sister's birthday party. 

 

5.  I wake up early even on the weekends for a walk. 

 

6.  Arizona Bill "The Great Benefactor of Mankind" toured Oklahoma with herbal cures and a 

powerful liniment. 

 

7.  Her name I think is Ellen. 

 

8.  A dark wedge the eagle hurtled earthward at nearly 200 miles per hour. 

 



Commas with restrictive and non-restrictive elements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rule: Non-restrictive elements are set off by commas; restrictive elements 

are not separated by commas.   

 
EXAMPLES OF RESTRICTIVE ELEMENTS 

Ex. The man who wore the yellow hat waved to us from the tour bus.   

 

**This information identifies this man in particular and sets him apart form other 

men on the same bus, so it is essential= no commas. 

 

Ex. Time management is a concept that has become popular in today’s corporate world. 

 

**It is important to know that it is a concept that has become popular. If you 

were to take off the phrase “that has become popular” you would miss essential 

information, and the meaning of the sentence would change= no commas.  

 

Ex.  A line judge who is blocked by the player’s movement cannot tell whether the ball  

is in or out.  
 

**The phrase, “who is blocked by the player’s movement” tells you which line j

 udge, so it is essential= not commas.   

 

EXAMPLES OF NON-RESTRICTIVE ELEMENTS 

 
Ex. Miss Trevor, whom I graduated with, is a successful businesswoman. 

 

Ex  The envelope, which had no return address, was sitting on the table.  

 

Ex.  When I do yoga, I wear my favorite shirt, which is dirty. 

 

Definitions 

Restrictive Elements: They are essential to the meaning of the 

sentence and generally use “that.” 

 

Non-Restrictive Elements: Are not essential to the meaning of the 

sentence and generally use “which.” 

 
*HINT: If you leave out the element or put it somewhere else in the 

sentence, does the essential meaning of the sentence change? If so, the 

element is essential; if not, it is nonessential. 

 
 



Ex.  Brian, blocked by the player’s movement, could not tell whether the ball was in or out. 

 

Ex.  Many Americans travel to Mexico, where Laertrile is legal and readily available.     

 

 

EXERCISE 

Place commas around the non-restrictive elements.  

1. Patterson Tower the recently completed office building is a monument to concrete ugliness. 

2. The movie that I wanted to see is no longer playing. 

3. Each person who enters the contest must send in two box tops. 

4. The Mississippi River which once flowed north into Hudson Bay flows south into the Gulf 

of Mexico. 

5. Your cat watching the dog intently walked carefully away. 

6. The cat that was watching the dog most intently walked carefully away. 

7. TV commercials sometimes the most entertaining parts of a program are essentially flashy 

corporate propaganda. 

8. The dam project which many in the government consider to be a sign of national strength 

will destroy hundreds of villages and vast areas of wildlife habitat along the river banks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ANSWER KEYS 

Commas with coordinating conjunctions 

1. He loves to play guitar but doesn’t feel good about singing.  correct 

2. She forgot to turn in the assignment, so she plans on doing it today. 

3. She forgot to turn in the assignment and plans on doing it today.  correct 

4. Jose went home and began working on his “Where I’m From” poem.  correct 

5. Craig and Katie went to the store, and they both came out empty.   

6. The show was so exciting, yet it lasted too long. 

7. I love teaching, but I had to quit to be a stay-at-home mom.  

8. I could work on my homework or play basketball.  correct 

9. Daniel had the highest score in math class, so he got to have free time. 

10. I could work on my homework, or I could play basketball. 

 

Commas with introductions 

 

1. Although we had reviewed the film twice before, we never noticed these details about 

the shooting. Clause 

 

2. After his long nap in the backyard hammock, Figueroa felt better. Phrase 

 

3. To escape with our lives, we would have to run for the exits. Phrase 

 

4. Yes, I won again. Single Word 

 

5. Singing loudly, she floated into the room. Phrase 

 

6. By evening, we had become impatient. Phrase (you could leave the comma out if you 

wanted since it is a short prepositional phrase) 

 

7. To succeed in politics is not necessarily desirable.  correct 

 

8. As I mentioned before, the rules can be broken occasionally. Clause 

 

 



Commas with coordinating and cumulative adjectives 

 

1.  Did you read about Macomber’s short, happy life? 

 

2.  The former overweight woman told us how she lost fifty pounds.  correct 

 

3. Informative, imaginative writing can sell your ideas. 

 

4.  It was a dark, silent, empty room. 

 

5.  The dark red dress was her favorite.  correct 

6.  We enjoyed the clean, crisp smell of the mountain air.  

 

7.  Beth was a student whose intelligent, conscientious mind earned her good grades.  

 

8.  Dr. Bean gave us a hard final examination.   correct 

 

9.  She ate the sweet, juicy apple with a vengeance.  

 

10. The awkward, shy teenager felt nervous about his first date.  

 

11.  When the team failed to score, the bored, restless crowd began to shout.  

 

12.  Marianne’s light blue dress fluttered in the breeze.  correct 

 

Commas with cities/states/dates 

1.  Martin Luther King was born on January 15th, 1929, in Atlanta, Georgia, and educated at 

Morehouse College and Boston University.   

 

2.  The town of Timetrip was founded on June 1st, 1950. 

         

3.  June 2004 was a wonderful month for my family.  correct 

 

4.  It happened Tuesday, January 4th, at my school. 

 

5. On September 10th, 1997, Mayor Max’s children rode to school in a horse-drawn carriage 

that was built on August 15, 1888. 

 

6.  Timetrip is nothing like Boston, Massachusetts, or San Francisco, California.   

 

 



Commas with interrupters 

1.   The chief surgeon, an expert in organ-transplant procedures, took her nephew on a hospital 

tour. Appositive 

 

2.  I made this soup for you, Mom. Direct Address 

 

3.  Ryan, why did you draw pictures on the kitchen wall? Direct Address 

 

4.  Jimbo Gold, a professional magician, performed at my sister's birthday party. Appositive 

 

5.  I wake up early, even on the weekends, for a walk. Interrupter 

 

6.  Arizona Bill, “The Great Benefactor of Mankind,” toured Oklahoma with herbal cures and a 

powerful liniment. Appositive 

 

7.  Her name, I think, is Ellen. Interrupter 

 

8.  A dark wedge, the eagle, hurtled earthward at nearly 200 miles per hour. Appositive 

 

Commas with restrictive and nonrestrictive elements 

1. Patterson Tower, the recently completed office building, is a monument to concrete 

ugliness. 

2. The movie that I wanted to see is no longer playing.  correct 

3. Each person who enters the contest must send in two box tops.  correct 

4. The Mississippi River, which once flowed north into Hudson Bay, flows south into the 

Gulf of Mexico. 

5. Your cat, watching the dog intently, walked carefully away. 

6. The cat that was watching the dog most intently walked carefully away.  correct 

7. TV commercials, sometimes the most entertaining parts of a program, are essentially 

flashy corporate propaganda. 

8. The dam project, which many in the government consider to be a sign of national 

strength, will destroy hundreds of villages and vast areas of wildlife habitat along the river 

banks. 

 


