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  © Rachael on the go 
            15 minute grammar 

 

Lesson 1B. Punctuation—commas 

Some writers use a lot of commas, and some writers use them rarely. Remember, 
if you have a short sentence and clean, simple expression (which should be your 
goal!), you will need few, if any, commas. Unless you need commas to mark the 
items in a list, aim to use no more than one or two commas in each sentence. 
So, when is a good time to use a comma? Think about this punctuation device as 
performing a job in the sentence: it has to earn its inclusion, or you should delete 
it. Here are some jobs that a comma performs: 

1. Mark off introductory material  

To be understood, a presenter should speak loudly and clearly. 

2. Mark off information that describes the subject but isn’t needed for the 
sentence to make sense. Remember, a subject is the noun that performs the 
action in the sentence: here, ‘the role’ is the subject. 

The role, which appeals to both IT and business graduates, prompted a spike in 
job applications. 

3. Distinguish words and phrases that could otherwise appear in parentheses 
(the correct term for round brackets). If you see a sentence constructed this 
way, think about rearranging its parts so it reads more directly and less 
awkwardly. Try moving ‘regardless of the housing market’ to the end of the 
sentence (after a comma). 

The prediction is that interest rates will fall, regardless of the housing market, 
in Australia next year. 
Revised: The prediction is that interest rates will fall in Australia next year, 
regardless of the housing market. 
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4. Avoid ambiguity in lists that contain more than one ‘and’. In this example, the 
third category needs a comma to mark it off from the babies category. 

the men, women, boys and girls, and babies categories 

5. Separate clauses linked by simple conjunctions (which are joining words such 
as ‘but’, ‘and’, ‘or’). 

The board aims to implement the strategy in the medium term, but the 
shareholders do not support this effort as being sufficient. 

6. Mark off a noun that means the same as another noun in the sentence (in this 
example, the noun ‘Dr Brown’ is the same person as ‘my GP’), so long as it is 
not needed for the sentence to make sense. If the reader does need the 
parallel noun to know what you mean, then don’t use a comma. 

Parallel noun not needed: I have an appointment with my GP, Dr Brown. 
Parallel noun needed (to identify which psychologist at the conference is the 
speaker): The psychologist Dr Brown presented the opening address at the 
medical conference. 

7. Avoid ambiguity, when the reader might continue reading without pause. 

There were improvements in production techniques, and administrative 
arrangements were streamlined. 

8. Differentiate ‘however’ used to mean ‘nevertheless’ (not ‘in whatever way’). 

Costs, however, are expected to rise. 
However the cost is calculated, the estimate is similar.  

9. Separate adjectives only of the same type.  
(see Lesson 2A. Parts of speech—adjectives) 

The outcome depends on the effort of hard working, dedicated customer 
committees. [A comma is needed to separate the two evaluative adjectives—
hard working and dedicated—but not to mark off the definitive adjective—
customer.] 
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Do not use commas … 

In addresses. The correct style is: 

ACCC 
23 Marcus Clarke St 
Canberra ACT 2601 

In dates. The correct style is: 

5 June 2014 [not 5 June, 2014 or June 5, 2014] 

Before matter in parentheses. The correct style is: 

Despite the higher user cost of services (in both regional and metropolitan 
areas), service demand is rising. 

 

Foolish grammar 

You can easily send the wrong message if you drop a comma that the sentence 
needs to break up its parts. Table titles are a good example. See how the 
meaning changes in the following two tables titles, just because one has a 
comma and the other does not: 

Switching of electricity retailers by customers 
Switching of electricity retailers, by state 

In the first example, the table data would show the number of customers who 
switched retailers; in the second example, the data would show those same 
switching numbers but broken down by state. In other words, ‘by’ indicates 
possession in the first title (the customers’ switching) and ‘per’ in the second. 
If you add a comma to the first example, the data should show the number of 
switches per customer. And if you drop the comma in the second example, the 
title no longer makes sense (because states don’t swap electricity retailers). 
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