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-13- 
Comma, Colon, Semicolon  

 
COMMA  

 

1. In a Series – Place a comma between three or more items connected by a coordinating 
conjunction. 

 
- words  

Jones, Smith, and Jackson presented an interesting report. 
 

- phrases  
The novel is available in print, on audio tape, and on video cassette. 
 

- clauses  
The lawyer argued that the weather was bad, that the car had poor brakes, and that the 
other driver was speeding.  
 
 
 
Caution: 
 

1. Do not place commas between two items separated by commas or between three 

items separated from one another by commas. 

 

- Incorrect:   

Jones, and Smith presented an interesting report. 

Jones, and Smith, and Jackson presented an interesting report. 

  

- Correct:  

Jones and Smith presented an interesting report. 

Jones and Smith and Jackson presented an interesting  report. 

 

 

 

Remember to place a comma before the coordinating conjunction joining the last 

two elements of the series.  Otherwise, the intended meaning of the sentence 

may not be clear. 

 

Confusing:  

He appealed to the administrators, the deans and the advisors. 

  

Are there three distinct groups of people 

administrators    deans      advisors 

OR 

 two groups of administrators? 

deans         advisors 
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Confusing: 

 

The smooth gray of the beech stem, the silky texture of the birch  and the rugged pine 

capture the eye immediately.                                                          

 

Does this sentence refer to three items       

the smooth gray of the beech stem 

 the silky texture of the birch 

the rugged pine 

OR     

 

two items? 

the smooth gray of the beech stem 

the silky texture of the birch and the rugged pine 

 

 

 

2. Between Coordinate Adjectives – Place commas between equal adjectives with no 

coordinating conjunction between them. 

 

 

 

She bought a red, fuzzy coat. (tests work: red and fuzzy / fuzzy, red ) 

  

Incorrect: 

The professor gave a hard, final examination. 

(tests do not work:  hard and final  /  final, hard ) 

  

This is a long,  short story. 

(tests do not work:   long and short  /  short, long ) 

 

 

 

 

3. Before FANBOYS  between Independent Clauses in Compound Sentences 

  

The war lasted for two years, but very few people supported it. 

 

Caution:  Do not place a comma between two items with FANBOYS when one item is not a 

complete  sentence. 

   

Incorrect: 

The war lasted for two years, but never gathered much support. 
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Caution: 

Do not place a comma after the FANBOY.  

 

Incorrect:  

The war lasted for two years but, very few people supported it.  

 

Note: 

The comma may be omitted between independent clauses if a sentence is very short. 

 

Acceptable:  

The shooting stopped and peace followed. 

 

 

4. Nonessential  Adjective Clauses / Nonessential participial phrases-Separate 

 

unneeded adjective clauses and participial phrases from the rest of the sentence 

 

 

Nonessential 

 

adjective clause Mary Jones, who spoke at the meeting today, opposed the merger. 

    

 Nonessential 

present participial   

 phrase Mary Jones, speaking at the meeting today, opposed the merger, 

                                                 OR 

  Speaking at the meeting today, Mary Jones opposed the merger. 

 

 

 

Nonessential 

 

   past participial   

    phrase Mary Jones, frightened by a mouse, bought a cat. 

                                                OR 

  Frightened by a mouse, Mary Jones bought a cat. 

   

 

Caution:  Do not separate needed adjective clauses and participial phrases from the  rest 

of the sentence. 

 

Incorrect: The woman, who spoke at the meeting today, opposed the merger. 

The woman, speaking at the meeting today, opposed the merger.  

The woman, frightened by a mouse, bought a cat. 
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5. Introductory Elements - Place a comma after certain introductory elements. 

 

A- Long prepositional phrases or a succession of prepositional phrases  

  

 Correct: In the solitude of that snowy December night, we became good friends. 

  

At the end of the road on the west side of the train station, an elderly couple sold produce 

each summer. 

  

Note:  With short introductory prepositional phrases, the comma is optional. 

 Correct: On that night we became friends. 

                         OR  

On that night, we became friends. 

  

In December two big snow storms interrupted Bill's daily routine. 

                          OR  

In December, two big snow storms interrupted Bill's daily routine. 

 

 

 

B- Participial phrases  

 Speaking at the meeting today, the woman opposed the merger. 

Stretching, the cat slowly opened her eyes. 

Terrified, the mouse ran behind the cupboard. 

 

 

C- Gerunds as objects of prepositions  

Upon entering the room, the police heard a gun shot. 

 Incorrect: Entering the room, was dangerous.  

 

(Here the gerund is the sentence subject, not an  object of a preposition) 

 

 

D- Adverbial infinitives 

To buy that car, you must pay a $500.00 deposit. 

  

Note: To test whether the introductory infinitive is adverbial, place "in order" in front of the 

infinitive.  If the resulting sentence makes sense. the introductory infinitive is adverbial and 

should be followed by a comma. 

    

Test  

  To buy that car, you must pay a $500.00 deposit. 

  

In order to buy that car, you must pay a $500.00 deposit. 
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6. To separate Interrupters  

 

A- Parenthetical  expressions and transitions (in my opinion, unfortunately, moreover, of 

course, unfortunately,  as a matter of fact,  indeed, for example,  etc.) 

  

The meeting was, in my opinion, very productive. 

The committee members, however, lacked initiative. 

However, the committee members lacked initiative. 

 

B- Nonessential Appositives   (renamers) 

  

Professor Jones, my history instructor, dismissed the class early. 

  

Caution:  Do not separate essential appositives with commas. 

 

 

Correct: My daughter, Jane, is taller than her sisters. 

  

(Here, the appositive is essential since there is more than one daughter.) 

  

My daughter Jane is taller than her sisters. 

 

C- Direct Address 

 Joe, please hand me the newspaper. 

  

 You will see, ladies and gentlemen, that I have nothing up my sleeve 

 

 

7. Nonessential Examples Introduced by such as, especially, particularly 

 

Jones likes to read about dogs, especially Welsh Corgis,  in his spare time. 

 Service professions, such as social work and teaching, offer many non-monetary rewards. 

  

Caution:  Do not separate essential examples with commas. 

Incorrect:  Dogs, such as Welsh Corgis, are expensive. 

 Correct:  Dogs such as Welsh Corgis are expensive. 

 

 

 

8.  Expressions of Contrast            

 

I want chocolate, not vanilla. 

His wife, not his brother, needs the money more. 
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9. Dates and Addresses 

 

Rule:  

 When a date or address with several parts occurs in a sentence, place a comma  between 

each element and after the last part. 

  

Correct: 

 The house at 100 West 67th Street, Baltimore, MD 21210, was sold today. 

My son was born on January 5, 1976, in Chicago, Illinois. 

      

Caution: 

When the date or address has only one element or has its individual parts separated by 

words  in the sentence, do not use a comma within or after the date or address. 

 

Incorrect:  

It was on January 5, that my son was born. 

She lives at 100 West 67th Street, in Baltimore.  

 

Correct: 

 She lives at 100 West 67th Street in Baltimore, Maryland 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Before Confirmatory Questions 

 

Place a comma between the confirmatory  

question and the statement that precedes it. 

  

  

You will be at the party,  won't you? 

  

            statement          confirmatory question 

 

 

 

 

11. Name followed by  Jr., Sr., Ph.D., M.D. 

 

Mary Jones, Ph.D., will lecture on insec fragmentation today at 4 p.m. 
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