
5 WAYS TO USE A COMMA 

 

 
1. setting off independent clauses 

linking two or more independent clauses with a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, for, yet, so) 

______, so ____________. 

 

2. setting off items in a series 
use commas with three or more coordinate elements (phrases or clauses) 

 They packed the ________, ______, and _________. 

use commas with two or more coordinate adjectives 

 She lived in a big, brown house. (If you can insert “and” without changing the meaning of the  

sentence, use a comma.) 

  

3. setting off introductory elements 
prepositional phrases   With the utmost tact, he answered the question. 

infinitive phrases   To display his tact, he answered the question. 

introductory adverb clauses  Displaying his tact, he answered the question. 

introductory transitional expressions Tactfully, he answered the question. 

 

4. setting off nonessential elements from the rest of the sentence 

nonrestrictive modifiers* (phrases or clauses)  

 Jim, who was sitting next to me, answered.  

nonrestrictive appositives (noun or noun phrase) 

 Jim, leader of Team Tact, answered. 

conjunctive adverbs 

 however, therefore, thus, nevertheless 

transitional expressions 

 for example, on the other hand, after all, in short 

contradictory phrases 

 Her reflexes were slowing down, but not her mind. 

 It was Jodi, not Kirby, who answered the question.  

miscellaneous nonessential elements  

 tag questions (isn’t it?)  

names in direct address (Jodi, did you see the chocolate?) 

yes and no (No, I didn’t know that) 

 

5. conventional contexts 

around direct quotations 

addresses, salutations, and closings 

within long numbers 

between names, titles, or degrees 

 

*Note: If you do not use commas in this sentence, “Jim who was sitting next to me answered,” it means that there is 

another Jim in the room in addition to the one sitting next to you. Not using commas means that it is essential 

information. Here is another example of the difference between restrictive and nonrestrictive modifiers which may 

be easier to see: 

My brother Chris has five children. (I have more than one brother; I must include the name to be clear.) 

My brother, Chris, has five children. (I only have one brother; it is not necessary to know his name to know  

which brother I mean.)  
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