COMPOSITION MINI-LESSON #38

Commas with Items in a Series and

Coordinate Modifiers

UWF WRITING LAB’S 101 GRAMMAR MINI-LESSONS SERIES

NAME_________________CLASS/INSTRUCTOR________________SCORE_____

MINI-LESSON:  Use a comma to set off items (words, phrases, or short clauses) in a series.

WORDS:  The plot has mystery, murder, and mayhem.

PHRASES:  We have a social responsibility to keep abreast of current issues, to work for reform, to communicate effectively, and to serve as role models.

CLAUSES:  Marcy ordered the food, Hattie paid the cashier, and Marvin gassed up the car.

In journalistic writing, the comma that separates the last two items is usually omitted.  To avoid ambiguity, always use a comma before the coordinating conjunction.

The party was made special by the company, the light from the hundreds of twinkling candles and the excellent hors d’oeuvres.  (AMBIGUOUS)

The party was made special by the company, the light from the hundreds of twinkling candles, and the excellent hors d’oeuvres.  (CLEAR)

Do not use a comma to introduce or to close a series.


Three important criteria are, fat content, salt content, and taste.  (INCORRECT)

Do not use commas to separate items connected by coordinating conjunctions or compound elements consisting of only two items.


Kenya, and Sierra Leone are former British colonies.  (INCORRECT)


Kenya and Sierra Leone are former British colonies.  (CORRECT)


We are working to change the image and myths about old age.  (CORRECT)


To lose weight, Felipe ran and swam and cycled everyday for a month.

Use a comma between two or more coordinate adjectives.  If the coordinate adjectives can be reversed, and if you can insert and between the adjectives without changing the meaning of the sentence, use a comma.

The fruit was crisp, tart, mellow—in short, good enough to eat.  (The adjectives crisp, tart, and mellow can be interchanged, and and falls naturally between the words.

The fruit was tart, crisp, mellow . . .

The fruit was crisp and tart and mellow . . .

Ten red balloons fell from the ceiling.  (Ten and red can’t be reversed, and and does not fall naturally between these two adjectives.)

Red ten balloons fell from the ceiling.  (INCORRECT)

Ten and red balloons fell from the ceiling.  (INCORRECT)

The word ten modifies the word group red balloons.

Note:  Never use a comma to separate the last adjective from the noun.

DIRECTIONS:  Add commas wherever necessary.  If no comma or commas are needed, write correct next to the sentence.

1.  Tall stately cedars line the roadside of the campus.

2.  The dorm was noisy the food was terrible and the classes were uninstructive.

3.  The baby was tired and cranky and wet.

4.  She greeted him with open entrenching arms.

5.  We entered a large disreputable museum.

6.  The rest of the story can be figured out by gossip slander and false report.

7.  Both Carmen and Cindy are sexy and savvy and svelte.

8.  The “boss” is said to be moody calculating indecisive and hard on his employees.

9.  Miller works incessantly on his sentence balance the right word choices and good paragraph development.

10.  Cleanie Bowl is a basin and tub and tile cleaner.

11.  Carmen is an attractive young lady with a great sense of humor.

12.  She brushed her long shining hair.

13.  The sting of a hornet or wasp or bumblebee is painful.

14.  He did not find the newspaper on the porch in the driveway or under the shrubbery.

15.  The Dallas Cowboys is a well-trained powerful and fast team.

16.  The audience consisted primarily of stockbrokers accountants and legal advisors.

17.  Lakes Superior Michigan and Huron are all over a hundred miles wide.

18.  He does not drink or smoke.

19.  Barbara Eden Shirley Butler and Linda Hendrix all contributed to the children’s fund.

20.  Blue jays starlings hummingbirds and mockingbirds are often very noisy. 

ANSWERS

1.  Tall, stately cedars line the roadside of the campus.

2.  The dorm was noisy, the food was terrible, and the classes were uninstructive.

3.  Correct
4.  She greeted him with open, entrenching arms.

5.  We entered a large, disreputable museum.

6.  The rest of the story can be figured out by gossip, slander, and false report.

7.  Correct
8.  The “boss” is said to be moody, calculating, indecisive, and hard on his employees.

9.  Miller works incessantly on his sentence balance, the right word choices, and good paragraph development.

10.  Correct
11.  Correct
12.  She brushed her long, shining hair.

13.  Correct
14.  He did not find the newspaper on the porch, in the driveway, or under the shrubbery.

15.  The Dallas Cowboys is a well-trained, powerful, and fast team.

16.  The audience consisted primarily of stockbrokers, accountants, and legal advisors.

17.  Lakes Superior, Michigan, and Huron are all over a hundred miles wide.

18.  Correct
19.  Barbara Eden, Shirley Butler, and Linda Hendrix all contributed to the children’s fund.

20.  Blue jays, starlings, hummingbirds, and mockingbirds are often very noisy. 

NOTE- If you are writing in a discipline that adheres to rules that apply to space-saving guidelines such as magazines or newspapers, the last comma in a series with and may be omitted. 
