Chapman Writing Center

Commas, Colons, and Semi-colons

Commas

Remember the old saying that when you take a pause, you should add a comma?  Not true!! There really are rules and none of them have to do with breathing.

Use a comma to

· Set off an introductory word, phrase, or clause.  “Haltingly, Jim answered the question in the class.”  “Even though tired, Sally made an ‘A’ on her test.”

· Separate clauses in compound sentences.  Make sure you use a coordinating conjunction such as and, but, or since.  “Alan built a snowman yesterday, and he shoveled the driveway.”

· Set off non-restrictive clauses that do not limit the phrases they modify.  “Gene March, who attended Austin Seminary, is a wonderful Professor.”  Note:  If there are two Gene Marches, “who attended Austin Seminary” would be necessary to differentiate between them and no commas would be required.  Use commas if words are not necessary.
· Set off appositives (a noun of phrase that explains a nearby noun).  “John Grisham’s new book, Skipping Christmas, is an easy read.”

· Separate three or more items in a series.  Note:  Many books argue that you do not need a comma before the “and” or “or” in series, that it is a matter of choice.  Conventional academic writing, however, usually has that last comma.  “This semester, I am taking college algebra, writing II, and biology.”

Colons

Colons are used 

· between the hour and minutes “8:15”

· after the salutation of a business letter “Dear Mr. or Ms. ______:”

· to introduce a list, example, or long quotation if a full sentence is used before the colon 

Correct—Jim took three courses last semester: math, history, and English.

Incorrect—My favorite foods are: spinach, kale, and okra.

Semi-colons

Semi-colons are used

· between two clauses of a compound sentence when they are not connected by a comma a conjunction.

Correct—“It’s going to snow this weekend; I need to get out the shovels.”

Incorrect—“It’s going to snow this weekend; and I need to get out the shovels.”

· between independent clauses which are joined by a conjunctive adverb such as therefore, hence, however, nevertheless, accordingly, then, and thus.

Correct: “I partied too hardy last night; consequently, I failed my math exam.”

Note:  Periods and commas go inside quotation marks!   

He said, “study.”  “Thank you,” she said.
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