
Comma Usage in English: Main Rules and Practical Applications 

 

Commas are incredibly useful in writing to clarify meaning, separate elements, and create 
flow in sentences. Here's a guide to the main rules for using commas, followed by some 
practical applications with examples. 

 

1. To Separate Items in a List (Serial Comma – Erottaa luettelon jäsenet) 

Commas are used to separate items in a series, whether they are nouns, adjectives, or 
phrases. 
     Example: I bought apples, bananas, oranges, and grapes. 
(Use a comma before and in a list, called the Oxford comma, though it's optional in many 
cases.) 

 

2. After Introductory Words, Phrases, or Clauses  

Commas are placed after introductory elements to clarify where the introduction ends and 
the main sentence begins. 
     Examples: 

• After the meeting, I went home. 
• In the morning, we will go hiking. 
• Well, that’s all for today. 

 

3. To Separate Independent Clauses with a Coordinating Conjunction 

When you join two independent clauses with a coordinating conjunction (for, and, nor, but, 
or, yet, so), a comma is used before the conjunction. 
     Example: I wanted to go to the beach, but it started raining. 
Independent clause 1 + comma + coordinating conjunction + independent clause 2. 

 

4. To Set Off Non-essential Information (Non-restrictive Clauses - 
Lisätietolause) 

Use commas to set off non-essential or non-defining information (which could be removed 
without changing the sentence's basic meaning). 
     Example: My brother, who lives in London, is visiting this weekend. 
(You can remove "who lives in London" without affecting the core meaning.) 

 



5. To Set Off Appositive Phrases (Määrittää edellä olevan substantiivin) 

An appositive is a word or phrase that renames a noun beside it. Commas are used to 
separate it. 
     Example: My friend, a talented musician, is performing tonight. 
(The phrase "a talented musician" adds extra information about "my friend" but isn’t essential 
to the sentence.) 

 

6. With Dates, Addresses, and Titles 

Commas are used in specific contexts such as dates, addresses, and titles to separate parts 
of the information. 
     Examples: 

• She was born on June 15, 2000, in New York City. 
• He is the CEO of Acme Corporation, Inc. 

 

7. To Separate Two Adjectives Describing the Same Noun 

When two adjectives equally describe a noun, they are separated by a comma. If one 
adjective is more descriptive or dependent on the other, no comma is needed. 
     Examples: 

• The tall, dark man walked into the room. (Both adjectives describe the man equally) 
• She wore a beautiful green dress. ("Green" is dependent on "beautiful," so no comma 

is needed) 

 

8. Before Direct Address 

Use commas when directly addressing someone or something in a sentence. 
     Example: John, can you help me with this? 
Example: Excuse me, sir, would you like some coffee? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Is There Power in Using the Comma to Separate Clauses? 

Yes, there is! Commas are powerful because they control the flow and clarity of a sentence. 
By separating independent clauses or non-essential information, a comma can: 

• Enhance readability: Commas prevent long, complex sentences from becoming 
difficult to follow. 

• Change meaning: The placement or absence of a comma can completely alter the 
meaning of a sentence.  

o Let’s eat, Grandma! (Inviting Grandma to eat) 
o Let’s eat Grandma! (Suggesting we eat Grandma!) 

(This is a popular example to show how the lack of a comma can change 
meaning dramatically.) 

 

Summary of the Key Rules for Comma Use: 

1. Separate items in a list. 
2. Use after introductory words, phrases, or clauses. 
3. Separate independent clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction. 
4. Set off non-essential information. 
5. Set off appositive phrases. 
6. Use in dates, addresses, and titles. 
7. Separate two adjectives that describe the same noun. 
8. Use before direct address. 

 
  



Here's a comma practice quiz for you to test your skills. Try 
to use commas correctly! 

1. Choose the Correct Option: 

a) I have a meeting at 10 a.m. and, / and then I’m going to the office. 
b) I’ve lived in Paris, France / Paris France for three years. 
c) Although I was tired, / Although I was tired I decided to go for a walk. 
d) She loves to play tennis, swim, and / swim and bike. 
e) We’re meeting Tom, the manager, / Tom the manager, at 3 p.m. 

 

2. Fix the Comma Mistakes: 

a) She wanted to go shopping but, she didn’t have enough money. 
b) In the morning we will go to the park for a picnic. 
c) My brother who lives in Paris is coming to visit. 
d) It’s a beautiful sunny day outside. 
e) John, a skilled guitar player, is performing tonight. 

 

KEY 

1. Choose the Correct Option: 

a) and then I’m going to the office. (No comma before "and" because the clauses are short 
and closely related) 
b) Paris, France (Commas are used to separate the city and country) 
c) Although I was tired, (A comma is needed after the introductory clause) 
d) swim, and (A comma is used before "and" in a list) 
e) Tom, the manager, (Commas are used around a non-essential appositive phrase) 

 

2. Fix the Comma Mistakes: 

a) She wanted to go shopping but she didn’t have enough money. (No comma needed after 
"but") 
b) In the morning, we will go to the park for a picnic. (Comma needed after the introductory 
phrase) 
c) My brother, who lives in Paris, is coming to visit. (Commas needed around non-essential 
information) 
d) It’s a beautiful, sunny day outside. (Comma needed between two adjectives describing the 
noun) 
e) Correct as is! John, a skilled guitar player, is performing tonight. (Correct use of commas 
around the appositive phrase) 

 


