Commas/Active Passive
Comma Errors
There are two kinds of comma errors: comma SPLICES and comma SPLITS.

A comma SPLICE is a comma which incorrectly joins two sentences. A comma SPLIT occurs when a comma is placed where it doesn’t belong.

Three ways to correct a comma SPLICE:

1. Write two sentences.

2. Join the two sentences with a subordinating conjunction such as “because.”

3. Join the two sentences with a semicolon.

A list of places where a comma should NOT BE:

1. A comma should never separate a SUBJECT AND VERB.

2. A comma should never separate a VERB AND ITS DIRECT OBJECT.

3. A comma should never separate a LINKING VERB AND ITS COMPLEMENT.

4. A comma should never separate a MODIFIER AND ITS NOUN.

5. A comma should never separate a VERB AND ITS INDIRECT OBJECT.

6. A comma should never separate an INDIRECT OBJECT AND ITS DIRECT OBJECT.

Comma Rules 1, 2 and 3

1. Use commas to separate items in a series of grammatical equals. This may be a series of nouns, verbs, adjective clauses, etc. The “buzzword” for this rule is ITEMS IN A SERIES.
*NOTE THAT THERE IS A COMMA SEPARATING THE LAST TWO ITEMS. THIS SPECIFIC COMMA IS CALLED AN OXFORD COMMA.*
*NOTE THAT POLYSYNDETON IS A RHETORICAL TECHNIQUE THAT EMPLOYS MANY COORDINATING CONJUNCTIONS: Bob and Ann and Pete all went to the party.*

EXAMPLES: 
John, Uncle Hank, Aunt Jean, and Anne went to church. (nouns)



The happy, carefree, and enthusiastic kids enjoyed the dance. (adjectives)



We searched under the desks, behind the shelves, and in the trash for the 



missing keys. (prepositional phrases)
2. SOMETIMES use a comma to separate two or more adjectives preceding a noun. The “and test” works like this: If it sounds very natural to put “and” between the two adjectives, use a comma.  The “buzzword” for this rule is TWO ADJECTIVES with AND TEST.

EXAMPLES:
That is a rough, narrow, dangerous road.


I saw a little old man.

3. Use a comma before the conjunction with it joins independent clauses. The “buzzword” for this rule is COMPOUND SENTENCE.

EXAMPLES:
Brian changed the oil on the Chevy, and Joe checked the plugs on the Pontiac.

EXCEPTION TO THIS RULE: IF EITHER ONE OF THE INDEPENDENT CLAUSES CONTAINS FOUR WORDS OR LESS, AND THE CONJUCTION USED IS “AND” -- DO NOT USE A COMMA.
Comma Rule 4

4. Use a comma to separate nonessential adjective clauses and nonessential participial phrases from the rest of the sentence.

EXAMPLES:
My English teacher, who loves books, reads all the time.

HOW TO IDENTIFY AN ADJECTIVE CLAUSE:
An adjective clause almost always begins with a RELATIVE PRONOUN such as WHO, WHOSE, WHOM, WHICH or THAT.

HOW TO IDENTIFY A PARTICIPIAL PHRASE:
A participial phrase begins with a PARTICIPLE. There are two kinds of participles:

a. PRESENT PARTICIPLES are verbs that end in “ing.”

b. PAST PARTICIPLES are verbs that complete the phrase “I have _____.”
Once the clause or phrase has been identified, you must decide if it is ESSENTIAL or NONESSENTIAL.

EXAMPLES:
Jim Riley, who skips school repeatedly, will be expelled. (nonessential)



Students who skip school repeatedly will be expelled. (essential)

Comma Rule 5
5. Use a comma to set off certain INTRODUCTORY ELEMENTS. There are four “buzzwords” for this rule.

a. The buzzword for this rule is INTRODUCTORY SINGLE WORD:

EXAMPLE: 
Why, you must be exhausted!
b. The buzzword for this rule is INTRODUCTORY PARTICIPIAL PHRASE:

EXAMPLE:
Pausing for a moment in the doorway, the girl smiled timidly.
c. The buzzword for this rule is INTRODUCTORY ADVERBIAL CLAUSE:

EXAMPLE:
After Bill hit the ball, the crowd cheered.

d. The buzzword for this rule is TWO OR MORE INTRODUCTORY PREPOSITIONAL PHRASES:
EXAMPLE:
Near the gate at the end of the corral, the horse stood patiently.

IF THERE IS ONLY ONE PREPOSITIONAL PHRASE AT THE BEGINNING OF THE SENTENCE, 
NO COMMA IS NECESSARY UNLESS THE SENTENCE WOULD BE CONFUSING WITHOUT IT.
Comma Rules 6, 7, and 8

These comma rules have to do with things that INTERRUPT the sentence.

6. APPOSITIVES and APPOSITIVE PHRASES are usually set off by commas. The “buzzword” for this rule is either APPOSITIVES or APPOSITIVE PHRASES.
EXAMPLE:
I often play tennis, a lively game.

IF THE APPOSITIVE PHRASE IS A TITLE WHICH IS ALREADY “SET OFF” BY EITHER ITALICS OR QUOTATIONS MARKS, THEN THE COMMAS AROUND THE TITLE SHOULD BE ELIMINATED. IN THIS SITUATION, THE TITLE OF A WORK IS ALWAYS ESSENTIAL.

EXAMPLE:
My favorite poem “The Raven” was a national sensation.

7. Words used in DIRECT ADDRESS are set off by commas. The “buzzword” for this rule is DIRECT ADDRESS.
EXAMPLES:
Miss Bates, may I leave early?



Please answer the door, Honey.

8. EXPRESSIONS are set off by commas.
 The “buzzword” for this rule is EXPRESSIONS.
EXAMPLES:
He didn’t, however, keep his promise.


After all, you won the contest!



Men, in general, like dark suits.
Comma Rules 9, 10, and 11

9. Use commas to separate items in dates and addresses. The “buzzword” for this rule is DATES and ADDRESSES.

EXAMPLE:
 My family moved to Knoxville, Tennessee, on Monday, May 4, 1994.

10. Use a comma after the salutations of a friendly letter (use a colon after the salutation of a business letter) and after the closing of any letter. The “buzzword” for this rule is SALUTATIONS AND CLOSINGS.

EXAMPLES:
Dear Jim, (friendly letter)



Dear Mr. Jones: (business letter)



Sincerely, 

11. Use a comma between a name and Jr., Sr., M.D., Ph.D. etc. The “buzzword” for this rule is NAMES AND ABBREVIATIONS.

EXAMPLES:
Allen Davies, Jr.  

Susanna Brown, M.D.

NOTE: DO NOT USE A COMMA BETWEEN A NAME AND A ROMAN NUMERAL: Henry VIII. 
Active and Passive Voice

A sentence in ACTIVE VOICE means that the subject is performing the action of the verb.

EXAMPLES:
The boy threw the ball.



My friend sings beautifully.



Watch your step.

In general, you will hear that ACTIVE VOICE is better than PASSIVE VOICE.  A sentence in PASSIVE VOICE has the object of an action acting as the subject. Many times this results in the subject not being in the sentence at all.   

EXAMPLES:
The ball was thrown by the boy.



The song was beautifully sung by my friend.



Steps should be taken carefully.

You can spot PASSIVE VOICE by looking for this verb construction:  form of “to be” + past participle. (“To be” forms include are, am, is, was, were, has been, had been, will be, will have been, being, etc.) Also, does the sentence end with a prepositional phrase using the preposition by? Many passive voice sentences put the do-er of the action at the end of the sentence.

EXAMPLE:
The test was taken by the student.

Is PASSIVE VOICE always incorrect? Not always. It should be avoided in general, but there are times when it is necessary or appropriate: if you need to put the emphasis on the object rather than the subject. [TO CREATE SUSPENSE]For example, a person writing a murder mystery about a murder that took place in a hotel room may write the following:


EXAMPLE:
The room had been cleaned an hour prior to the murder.

Or perhaps a person writing an obituary might use the sentence:

EXAMPLE:
The body was interred at Forest Lawn Cemetery.

Why do people use the PASSIVE VOICE? Some people use the passive voice to avoid mentioning who is responsible for certain actions. [THIS IS SUSPICIOUS]


EXAMPLES:
Mistakes were made.

Acme Oil says that a few gallons of crude might have been spilled.

Comma Exercise 1

Add commas as needed in the sentences below.  If the sentence is correct as it is, write C on the line.

_____ He left the scene of the accident and tried to forget that it had happened.

_____ Oil which is lighter than water rises to the surface.

_____ Madame de Stael was an attractive gracious lady.

_____ Nice is a word with many meanings and some of them are contradictory.

_____ The contractor testified that the house was completed and that the work had been done properly.

_____ Some people refuse to go to the zoo because of pity for creatures that must live in small cages.

_____ Taxicabs that are dirty are illegal in some cities.

_____ The closet contained worn clothes old shoes and dirty hats.

_____ The uninvited guest wore a dark blue tweed suit.

_____ After surviving this ordeal the trapper felt relieved.

_____ Mark Twain's early novels I believe stand the test of time.

_____ December 7 1941 will never be forgotten.

_____ The field was safe enough wasn't it?

_____ Write the editor of the Atlantic 8 Arlington Street Boston Massachusetts 02116.

_____ Allen Roberts Jr. was my favorite math professor at the University of Pennsylvania.  

_____ After a good washing and grooming the pup looked like a new dog.

_____ Because of their opposition to institutions that force creatures to live in captivity some people refuse 
to go to the zoo.

_____ Men who are bald are frequently the ones who are the most authoritative on the subject of baldness.

_____ Vests which were once popular have been out of vogue for several years.

_____ As a celestial goddess she regulated the course of the heavenly bodies and controlled the alternating 
seasons.

_____ I hope that someday he will learn how to be polite.
