
 Comma Rules 
 

1.  Items in a series 
Today’s lunch menu includes burgers, fries, and apple slices. 

2.  Two or more adjectives preceding a noun 
Henry is a bright, intuitive scholar. 
3.  Two independent clauses joined with a conjunction1 
Henry likes sports, but Gertrude likes to read. 

 
(Nonessential elements) 

4.  Nonessential adjective clauses2 
Henry, who likes sports, hopes to receive a football scholarship. 
5.  Nonessential participial phrases3 

Henry, liking sports, hopes to receive a football scholarship. 
 

(Introductory elements) 
6.  Introductory word 
Well, isn’t this a fine kettle of fish!! 

7.  Introductory participial phrase 
Liking sports, Henry hopes to receive a football scholarship. 
8.  Two or more introductory prepositional phrases4 

In the back of the room, you will find the pencil sharpener. 
9.  Introductory adverb clause5 

Because Henry plays football well, he hopes to receive a scholarship. 
 
(Interrupters) 

10. Appositives6 
Henry, a fine athlete and scholar, hopes to receive a scholarship. 

11. Direct address 
Henry, I hope you receive a scholarship. 
12. Parenthetical expressions7 

You can still go to college, however, by taking advantage of TN Promise. 
 
(Conventional situations) 

13. Items in dates and addresses 
Manchester, Tennessee, has been Bonnaroo’s home since June 12, 2002. 

14. Salutation of a friendly letter and closing of any letter 
Dear John, There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you. 
Sincerely yours, 

15. After a name followed by abbreviations such as Jr., Sr., and M. D. 
Henry S. Scholar, M.D., is an excellent physician. 
 

How to use commas and other marks of punctuation in relation to quotation 
marks: 

1. Periods and commas ALWAYS go INSIDE quotation marks. 
Shakespeare said, “Love is blind.” 
“Love is blind,” a popular quotation, was written by Shakespeare. 

2. Colons and semicolons ALWAYS go OUTSIDE quotation marks. 
His favorite song was “Puff, the Magic Dragon”; mine was “You’ve Got a Friend.” 



Robert Frost uses several literary devices in his poem “Birches”:  alliteration, 
hyperbole, and personification. 

3. Question marks and exclamation points go inside or outside quotation marks, 
depending on the meaning of the quoted material. 

Henry said, “Are you going to the football game?” Note: The entire sentence is a 
statement. The question mark goes inside the quotation marks because only the 
quoted material is a question. 

Henry shouted, “My parents said I could go to the game”! Note: The entire 
sentence is an exclamation. Therefore, the exclamation point goes outside the 
quotation marks. 

 
 

Note: Most importantly, do not use unnecessary commas.  
If there is no rule, a comma isn’t cool.  
When in doubt, leave it out. 

 
*Further explanation 

 
1The most common coordinating conjunctions, used to join two independent clauses, 
are and, but, or, nor, for, so, and yet. 
 
2Adjective clauses begin with one of the five relative pronouns (who, whom, whose, 
which, and that) and are always placed right after the word they modify. “Who likes 
sports” is an adjective clause because it contains a subject (who) and a verb (likes), 
and it describes the noun Henry. 
 

3Participial phrases do not contain subjects and verbs. The first word of the phrase 

usually ends in “ing” or “ed,” and the phrase is placed right before or right after the 
word it describes. “Liking sports” is a present participle (ing), and it’s a phrase 

describing Henry. If this kind of phrase comes at the beginning of the sentence, it is 
considered “introductory,” and it is always followed by a comma. If a participial 
phrase comes elsewhere in the sentence, it might be considered nonessential. 

 
4Prepositional phrases begin with a preposition and end with an object (a noun or 

pronoun). Prepositions serve to connect: a book on the shelf, through the tunnel, 
over the fence, after dinner, before breakfast, in the house. 
 
5Adverb clauses begin with subordinating conjunctions: words like because, since, 
when, if, so that, while, etc. Adverb clauses, like adjective clauses, must contain a 
subject (Henry) and a verb (hopes). Adverb clauses will often modify the verb of the 

main clause. “Because Henry plays football well” explains WHY he hopes to receive a 
scholarship. 

 
6Appositives are noun phrases placed beside other nouns to give more information 
about those nouns. 

 
7Parenthetical expressions simply interrupt the flow of the sentence. Common 
parenthetical expressions include however, for example, in fact, by the way, etc. 

  


