What is the comma used for?
The comma is one of the most commonly used punctuation marks. It has two very clear purposes; 

1. It illuminates the grammar in a sentence

2. It points up or highlights literary qualities such as rhythm, direction, pitch, tone and flow

The comma is used by anyone who converses using the written word. This, really, is almost everyone. Students use the comma in their academic writing, business men and women use it in their daily correspondence, marketing individuals use it in original ways to create catchy marketing, branding and advertising materials, writers use it in their non-fiction and fictional masterpieces…the list goes on. What is important to all of those groups of individuals listed above however is that they get their usage of the comma correct. They need to use the comma accurately to avoid losing crucial examination marks, to ensure that their communication with others is robust, to enhance the image of their organisation or company, and to create a squeaky clean manuscript for publication.

The comma is so commonly used, and its use is so important, you’d be surprised at how many people use this little punctuation mark incorrectly. Let’s take a look at how the tiny punctuation mark really should be used.

1. In lists. Commas divide items that are placed together in a list. For example; ‘At the market there were apples, pears, limes, lemons and strawberries.’ Notice here that a comma isn’t needed before the last ‘and’ in a list. 
2. To join complete sentences. Commas are used when two complete sentences are joined together, using conjunctions such as ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘but’, while, and ‘yet’. For example; ‘the boys wanted to stay up until midnight, but they grew tired and fell asleep.’

3. To fill gaps. Commas can be used to imply a missing word. For example; ‘Annie had dark hair; Sally, fair.’

4. To mark direct speech. Commas are used before direct speech is entered. For example; ‘Catherina said, ‘where did Nancy disappear too?’

5. To set off interjections. For example; ‘Blimey. What would we do without it?’

6. To add in a bit of additional information. This is bit of additional information is also known as a weak interruption to a sentence. So, where the writer wants to include a piece of information that isn’t necessarily needed to understand the sentence as a whole, a comma is placed at the beginning of this additional information, and then again at the end of it. For example; ‘The Queen, who has double the number of birthdays of most people, celebrated yet another birthday.’ Here you can see that the additional information is the statement that the Queen has twice the number of birthdays than most other people.    

