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Commas 
 
There is a common misconception that writers use commas whenever they want to insert a “pause” into 
their writing. However, this often leads to unnecessary comma splices, run-ons, and confusing sentence 
structure. Here are some of the instances when you need to use a comma: 
 
To separate independent clauses using a coordinating conjunction 
 
The coordinating conjunctions are: for, and, nor, but, or, yet, and so. They follow the acronym 
FANBOYS. You can use a comma plus one of these words to connect two complete sentences together. 
 
 The ice cream had melted, but he still managed to have a nice birthday. 
  
 Wednesday is my day off, so I will go to the museum. 
 
 I went on the roller coaster for the first time, and it was so much fun. 
 
Sometimes, students use a comma between two independent clauses without a coordinating 
conjunction after it. This is called a comma splice, and you should try to avoid them.  
 
After introductory phrases, clauses, or words that come before the independent clause. 
 
Any time you open a sentence with a transition words or an introductory phrase that comes before the 
independent clause. 
 
 While we were waiting, it started raining outside. 
 
 Because of the bad weather, I missed my appointment. 
 
 Fortunately, I made another appointment next week. 
 
 However, I missed that appointment because I got sick. 
 
Remember: you do not need a comma when a subordinate clause comes after the main clause of the 
sentence. 
 
 It started raining outside while we were waiting. 
 
 I missed my appointment because of the bad weather. 
 
In the middle of a sentence to off-set clauses, words, and phrases that are nonessential to the 
meaning of the sentence. Use a comma before and after the clause, word, or phrase. 
 

Clause: That Tuesday, which happens to be my birthday, is the only day I’m available to meet. 
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Phrase: The food, on the other hand, is rather bland. 
 

Word: You have not, unfortunately, met all of our requirements. 
 
In each of these sentences, the underlined portion is not necessary for the sentence to function. If you 
remove the underlined portions, the sentences are still complete and understandable. 
 

That Tuesday is the only day I’m available to meet. 
 

The food is rather bland. 
 

You have not met all of our requirements. 
 
In a list 
 
Use commas to separate three or more items in a series. 
 
 I need to buy bananas, grapes, milk, and cheese at the grocery store. 
 

The doctor told me that in order to take care of my knee, I need to elevate it, wear a brace, and 
ice it twice a day. 
 
The lawyer proved that the defendant, who had an airtight alibi, who had several compelling 
character witnesses, and who was not near the scene of the crime, is innocent. 

 
To offset geographical names, dates, and titles 
 
 Dallas, Texas, is not nearly as humid as Houston. 
 
 It was on May 3, 2013, that our lives changed forever. 
 
 Harry Anderson, PhD, will be hosting the event. 
 
When you write just the month and year, no comma is necessary. 
  
 The average temperature in December 2002 was the lowest it had been in decades. 
 
 
Remember: These are just some of the most common ways commas are used in writing. Other uses 
include integrating a quote into a sentence or between two coordinate adjectives. If you have specific 
questions about comma usage, feel free to make an appointment with the Writing Center. 


