The Comma

There are four basic ways to use a comma:

1. The Introducer- after introductory phrases and clauses.

· A comma after every introductory word or phrase makes your writing clearer, more alive with the breath and pause of meaning:

Indeed, the idea failed.  Therefore, we had to come up with a new plan.
After the first letter, she wrote again.

In the autumn of the same year, he went to Paris.

Therefore, I always look both ways before crossing the street.

· Without the introductory comma, your reader frequently expects something else: After the first letter she wrote, she…

2. The Coordinator- between “sentences” joined by and, but, or, nor, yet, so, still, for.

· A comma tells your reader that another subject and predicate are coming:
He hunted the hills, and she fished the streams.

Wear your jacket, or you will catch a cold.

· Commas signal where you would pause in speaking.  It gives emphasis to what is being said.  
· You will often see the comma omitted when the two clauses are short:
He danced and she sang. (It is correct either way)

3. The Inserter- a pair of commas around any inserted word or remark.

· When you cut a sentence in two to insert something necessary, you need to tie off both ends, or your sentence will die on the table:

The case, nevertheless, was closed.

Sam, on the other hand, may be wrong.

The novel, The Great Gatsby, is one of my favourites.
He stopped in Bedford, Nova Scotia, for lunch.

4. The Linker- when adding words, phrases, or clauses. 

· The comma links additional phrases and afterthoughts.
They went home, having overstayed their welcome.

The book is too long, overloaded with examples.

· It also links items in a series:
He loved oysters, pizza, Jell-O, and chocolate.

He went to school, he went to class, and he learned a lot.

(* Notice the Oxford (serial)comma before the concluding and. *)

Finally, use “comma sense” and good judgement when using the comma.  Sometimes a comma is a writer’s option; sometimes a comma is necessary. Inserting or omitting a comma can change the meaning of your sentence!

Use the $5.00 rule and make a good decision.

A comma is like a yield sign on a highway.  You pause, but you need not come to a full stop.

Hockey, my favourite sport, is a fast paced game.
Cardiovascular fitness, one of the health related components of fitness, should be part of everyone’s daily life.
