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Contrary to what most people are taught, the comma is not used to show a pause in a sentence. There are four specific uses for the comma.

They are 
· The Listing Comma

· The Joining Comma

· The Gapping Comma

· The Bracketing Comma

At the end of the page are some pointers about the most commonly made mistakes when using the comma. Common mistakes



The Listing Comma


Most people are comfortable with how to use the Listing Comma. It essentially replaces the words"and" and "or" and is found in lists (hence the name). If writers didn't use the Listing Comma, sentences would sound clumsy and babyish. For example:

· Good academic writing is uncluttered and uses direct and unambiguous language and always has a central thesis.

· Good academic writing is uncluttered, uses direct,unambiguous language and always has a central thesis.

· The accidents on the building site were caused by poor quality standards and a disregard for health and safety and poor leadership from the site manager and an antagonistic 
workforce and pressure from the main contractor to finish quickly.

· The accidents on the building site were caused by poor quality standards, a disregard for health and safety, poor leadership from the site manager, an antagonistic workforce and
pressure from the main contractor to finish quickly.

The rule is always to use commas where you would write "and" except for before the last word in the list where you retain the "and" or "or". 

You can use a comma at the end of a list before the "and" (it's apparently called the Oxford comma), but it's not normally used unless doing so would add clarity, for example:

· Theories on active learning have been developed by a number of writers including Buzan, Kolb, and Honey and Mumford.

In this example Honey & Mumford developed theories jointly so are considered to be one item in the sentence. To write either of the following would be less clear: 

· Theories on active learning have been developed by a number of writers including Buzan, Kolb, Honey and Mumford.

· Theories on active learning have been developed by a number of writers including Buzan, Kolb and Honey and Mumford. 

Test how much you've understood and try the short Listing Comma Quiz. This will take you to different looking page, use your Back Button to return.



The Joining Comma


The Joining Comma has one use. It is used to link two complete sentences together. It must be followed by one of the following joining words: and, or, but, nor, while, for, yet. For example: 

· All coursework must be submitted into the Faculty office, or your work will not be marked.

· The interviewers were extremely impressed with the quality of the candidates, and they decided to employ all of them.

· Correctly coding the programme was time-consuming, but doing so was essential to gaining good marks for the assignment.

In all of the examples above, there are two short sentences linked together by the Joining Comma. For example:

· Correctly coding the programme was time-consuming. Doing so was essential to gaining good marks for the assignment.

If you use the Joining Comma, you must check that you are joining two proper sentences. 

Please note that the only joining words you can use are listed above. You cannot use any other joining word after a Joining Comma. You cannot use words such as therefore, however, consequently. 


The following sentences would be incorrect.

· The initial experiment was a failure, therefore the researchers added more manganese to the solution.

· The debate about whether or not the UK should use the Euro was not a key issue for most people, however pressure groups continued to campaign both for and against it.

Both sentences actually require a semicolon, not a comma.



The Gapping Comma

The Gapping Comma is very simple to use. It is used to show that you have missed words out of a sentence rather than repeat them unnecessarily. For example:

· In the first seminar group attendence over the course of the year was 81%, in the second, 74% and in the third, 62%.

This sentence could be re-written as:

· In the first seminar group attendence over the course of the year was 81%, in the second seminar group attendence over the course of the year was 74% and in the third seminar group attendence over the course of the year was 62%. 

Clearly the longer sentence is unnecessarily long and extremely boring to read.

· The driest permanently inhabited place in the world is in Chile, the hottest, Eritrea, the coldest, Russia and the wettest, India. 



The Bracketing Comma

The Bracketing Comma is the most frequently used and, unfortunately, the most frequently misused comma. It has a different type of function to the other comma uses and requires careful attention. It is used to show that there has been a weak interruption in the flow of the sentence. 
It is an aside or comment that is not strictly necessary, but adds flavour and sophistication to your writing. It works in a similar way to a pair of brackets ( ), but is more acceptable in standard written English. 

Some examples include:

· Examinations, while often unpleasant, are an essential part of student life.

· After many months of painstaking investigation, particularly for the core team, the police broke the smuggling ring.

· This particular solution, while flawed, is the best course of action in the current circumstances.

· The company searched for a solution and, finding one, took it.

· These findings, we would suggest, cast doubt on the published results.


There are three rules you can use to tell if you've used a Bracketing Comma correctly.

· You can replace the commas with brackets.

· You ought to be able to remove the words inside the commas and the sentence will still make sense.

· Bracketing commas work in pairs.

Note the first sentence in this section uses a bracketing comma around the word "unfortunately". We could replace this comma with brackets.

· The bracketing comma is the most frequently used and (unfortunately) the most frequently misused comma.

This is grammatically correct, but it is not usually acceptable to use brackets in formal writing. Brackets look a little too informal for essays and reports, but are perfectly acceptable for emails.


If a bracketing comma is used correctly, you ought to be able to take out the bracketed word and it should still make perfect sense. Therefore:

· The bracketing comma is the most frequently used and the most frequently 
misused comma.

The third issue is a little more complex. Bracketing commas always have two commas working in a pair, one at the front of and one behind the word or phrase. That's easy enough, but you can also use them at the start or end of a sentence. For example:

· Although there were some similarities in their personalities, it is inaccurate to say that Churchill and Hitler were similar leaders.

Clearly it would be wrong to type:

· ,Although there were some similarities in their personalities, it is inaccurate to say that Churchill and Hitler were similar leaders.

If it helps, you could consider that there is an invisible comma at the front of such sentences.
Note that the phrase within the Bracketing Commas can be moved around:

· It is inaccurate to say that Churchill and Hitler were similar leaders, although there were some similarities in their personalities.
Once again it may help you to imagine that there is another unseen comma, but this time at the end of the sentence.

Or:

· It is inaccurate to say, although there were some similarities in their personalities, that Churchill and Hitler were similar leaders.

Finally to prove that the bracketing comma has been used correctly the sentence works without the bracketed phrase.

· It is inaccurate to say that Churchill and Hitler were similar leaders.
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The Possessive Apostrophe - Contraction - Common Mistakes

There are only two commonly-used uses of the apostrophe, and when writing an academic piece of work you only ever use one of them. Misused apostrophes really stand out, and can signal to a tutor that you have not bothered to proof read your work properly.

The two uses are:

1. To show that an object is the property of someone or something. For example:

· The cat's whiskers

· The student's essay

· The University's report

This is known as a possessive apostrophe. It is used in academic 

2. To show that a word or words have been shortened. For example:

· "I can't come to the club tomorrow night."

· "You mustn't forget to read the notes before the seminar."

· "I would've liked to attend the meeting, but I'm already in another."

This form of apostrophe use is known as contraction and is never used in academic writing unless you are directly quoting someone else. Formal academic writing is always written in the longer form. For example:

· Can't should always be can not, mustn't always must not, would've always would have etc



The Possessive Apostrophe

If an object belongs to someone or something, it needs an apostrophe to indicate that fact to the reader. The object can be physical: a pencil, house, computer etc, or can be abstract, for example: an idea, philosophy or belief. The rule is the same.

· The student's bedroom

· Einstein's theories

· The estate manager's tractor

Note with all of these examples the apostrophe is placed before the s. This is because the examples are all singular.

This is still the case when writing about person whose name ends in s. For example:

· Bridget Jones's Diary

The apostrophe moves location when you are writing about something possessed by more than one person/ thing. It is placed after the s.

For example

· The musicians' instruments (instruments owned by more than one musician)

· The students' house (the house lived in by more than one student)

· The lecturers' meeting (a meeting attended attended by more than one lecturer)

You don't use an apostrophe when you use words such as his, hers, theirs ours. For example:

His ideas were thought-provoking, you would never never write His's ideas...

When quoting more than one writer, you use the following approach:

Reid and Barrington's theories, not Reid's and Barrington's theories or Reid and Barringtons' theories.

There is one very important exception to the use of possessive apostrophes. 

Its

The expedition had lost its way.
The investigation was limited by its frame of reference

On one level, logic suggests that we ought to write it's, after all in both examples above we are talking about an object possessed by something or someone. However, in English it's is never used to indicate possession. Essentially, this is to avoid confusion.

	It's should only ever be used to shorten "it is".




Contraction

The apostrophe is used when writing a contraction, i.e. two words that have been joined together and shortened. For example:

· Can't (shortened version of can not)

· We've (shortened version of we have)

· Could've (shortened version of could have)

The apostrophe is always inserted where there are letters missing. For example in the word can't, the apostrophe is inserted where the o in not is missing, not where the two words can and not are joined. We would never write ca'nt.

Contractions are never used in academic writing unless you are directly quoting someone. For example if you were writing a report, and included some direct quotes from an interview then it would be okay to write the words as they were spoken. 

The Managing Director stated that: "We're struggling to compete in the current climate..."
You can only use contractions when they are clearly shown to be a direct quotation.



Common Mistakes

One of the most common mistakes when using the apostrophe is to use it when you are writing something in the plural. For example:

· Video's 

· Television's (even when shortened to T.V.'s or TV's)

· Essay's 

This practice is always wrong. You should never use apostrophes here.

Plenty of examples of apostrophe misuse can be found at http://www.apostrophe.fsnet.co.uk the web pages of the Apostrophe Protection Society.

A valuable textbook is:
Trask, R. L., 1997, The Penguin Guide to Punctuation, Penguin, St Ives
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