Comma Rules
Rule #1: 

Use commas to separate words and word groups in a simple series of three or more items.

Example 1: My estate goes to my husband, son, daughter-in-law, and nephew.

Example 2: We had coffee, cheese and crackers, and grapes.

Note: The Oxford Comma: the comma before the final conjunction is not always necessary but is never wrong.  Example 1 does not need the final comma, but Example 2 does.
Rule #2:

Use a comma to separate two adjectives when the order of the adjectives is interchangeable.

Example: He is a strong, healthy man.  



OR  


He is a healthy, strong man.  (Comma needed)

Example: We stayed at an expensive summer resort.  



NOT  


We stayed at a summer expensive resort.  (NO comma)

Note: If you can put and between the two adjectives, you likely need a comma.
Rule #3:

Commas alone CANNOT join two independent clauses.  Use a comma AND a coordinating conjunction (FANBOYS) to join two independent clauses.  If what follows the conjunction is not a complete sentence, NO comma is needed.
Example: He walked all the way home, then he shut the door.  (Incorrect)


He walked all the way home, and then he shut the door.   (Correct)

Example: He thought quickly, but still did not answer correctly.  (Incorrect)


He thought quickly but still did not answer correctly.  (Correct)
Rule #4:

Use a comma after a dependent clause that starts a sentence. Do NOT use a comma before a dependent clause that ends a sentence.

Example: If you are not sure about the assignment, let me know now.  (Comma needed)

Example: Let me know now if you are not sure about the assignment.  (NO comma)

Example: Because we were unsure, we asked the teacher to clarify. (Comma needed)

Example: We asked the teacher to clarify because we were unsure. (NO comma)

Rule #5:

Use commas to set off non-essential words, clauses, and phrases (including appositives).

Example: Jill, who is my sister, shut the door.  (non-essential relative clause)
Example: The man, knowing it was late, hurried home.  (participial phrase)
Example: Joe, my best friend, came to visit.  (appositive)

Example: The most recent controversial article, an exposé on hiring practices, created quite a stir.  (appositive)

Example: The boy who has a limp was in an auto accident.  (NO comma – necessary relative clause)

Example: Shakespeare’s play Macbeth illustrates the dangers of ambition.  (NO comma – necessary, one-word appositive)

Example: My only brother, Matt, can be quite a pain at times. (non-essential, one-word appositive)
Rule #6:

Use a comma after introductory words or phrases, and use commas to surround those that interrupt the sentence (including conjunctive adverbs).
Example: No, you cannot have a dollar.

Example: I am, however, very nervous about this.

Example: Nevertheless, we decided to embark on the journey.

Example: By the time we get there, all of the seats will have been taken.

Note: You CANNOT use a conjunctive adverb to join two complete sentences.

We got to the store early, however, mom realized that she left her wallet at home. (Incorrect – run-on)

We got to the store early; however, mom realized that she left her wallet at home. (Correct)
Rule #7:

Use commas to set off names of those being addressed directly.
Example: Let’s eat, grandma!

Example: Welcome, parents, to Lane Tech College Prep.

With the commas removed, both of the above sentences drastically change in meaning.

Rule #8:

Use commas with dates and locations.

Example: The article was in the June 5, 2003, edition.

Example: I grew up in the Columbus, Ohio, area.

Rule #9:

Use commas to introduce, interrupt, or follow direct quotations.  Do NOT use commas to set off direct quotations that serve as an essential element of the sentence (e.g. subject, verb, object, etc.).  DO use commas when integrating quotations if necessitated by the grammar of the sentence.
Example: He said, “I don’t care.”  (Comma needed)


His usual answer to questions is “I don’t care.”  (NO comma)

Example: “Why,” I asked, “don’t you care?”  (Commas needed)

Example: “Stop talking to me,” he responded.  (Comma needed)

Example: Saying “stop the car” was a mistake.  (NO comma)

Example: Macbeth uses his sword, “which smoked with bloody execution,” to “unseam” the traitor and chop off his head.
Rule #10:

Use a comma to separate contrasting parts of a sentence or when clarity necessitates one.

Example: That is my money, not yours. (Comma needed – contrast)
Example: I can go, can’t I? (Comma needed – shift from declaration to question)
Example: Together with Colin, Mary will be in charge of decorations. (Comma needed – clarity)
