
 

 

1 



 

 

 
2 



 

 

 3 



 

 

 4 



 

 

 
5 



 

 

 
 

 

Breakdown of when to use commas with "and" and "but"  

Comma with "And" 

1. In a list of three or more items (Oxford Comma) 

●​ Use a comma before "and" when listing three or more items. This is known as the Oxford 
comma, which is often preferred for clarity but is sometimes omitted. 

○​ With Oxford comma:​
Example: "I bought apples, oranges, and bananas."​
Explanation: The comma before "and" separates the last item in the list from the rest. 

○​ Without Oxford comma:​
Example: "I bought apples, oranges and bananas."​
Explanation: Some style guides allow omitting the comma before "and" in lists. 
However, in some cases, it can lead to ambiguity. 

2. Between two independent clauses 

●​ Use a comma before "and" when joining two independent clauses. Each clause should be 
able to stand alone as a complete sentence. 

○​ Example: "She went to the store, and she bought some fruit."​
Explanation: "She went to the store" and "she bought some fruit" are both independent 
clauses (complete sentences), so a comma is used before "and." 

○​ Example: "I will go to the party, and I will bring a gift."​
Explanation: Both clauses can stand alone, so the comma is needed. 

3. No comma when connecting two verbs, adjectives, or subjects 

●​ When "and" joins two elements in the same clause, like subjects, verbs, or objects, you don’t 
use a comma. 
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○​ No comma before "and" in subjects:​
Example: "Sarah and Jane went to the movies."​
Explanation: "Sarah" and "Jane" are compound subjects, so no comma is needed. 

○​ No comma before "and" in verbs:​
Example: "She dances and sings every day."​
Explanation: "Dances" and "sings" are compound verbs, so no comma is needed. 

○​ No comma before "and" in compound objects:​
Example: "I bought apples and oranges."​
Explanation: "Apples" and "oranges" are compound objects, so no comma is needed. 

 

Comma with "But" 

1. Between two independent clauses 

●​ Use a comma before "but" when joining two independent clauses. Just like with "and," 
both clauses should be complete sentences that can stand alone. 

○​ Example: "I wanted to go to the park, but it started raining."​
Explanation: "I wanted to go to the park" and "it started raining" are both independent 
clauses, so the comma is required before "but." 

○​ Example: "He loves pizza, but he doesn’t like pasta."​
Explanation: Both clauses are complete sentences, so the comma is necessary. 

2. No comma when connecting two parts of the same clause 

●​ When "but" joins two parts of a single clause, like two verbs, adjectives, or nouns, no 
comma is used. 

○​ No comma with verbs:​
Example: "She is trying but failing."​
Explanation: "Trying" and "failing" are compound verbs, so no comma is needed. 

○​ No comma with adjectives:​
Example: "He is smart but lazy."​
Explanation: "Smart" and "lazy" are compound adjectives, so no comma is needed. 

○​ No comma with nouns:​
Example: "She is a teacher but also a writer."​
Explanation: "Teacher" and "writer" are compound nouns, so no comma is needed. 

3. No comma if the second clause is not independent 

●​ If the second clause after "but" is dependent (i.e., it cannot stand alone as a complete 
sentence), do not use a comma. 

7 



 

 

○​ Example: "He wanted to go but couldn’t leave early."​
Explanation: "He wanted to go" is an independent clause, but "couldn’t leave early" is 
dependent, so no comma is used. 

○​ Example: "She studied hard but failed the test."​
Explanation: The second part "failed the test" is dependent on the first part, so no 
comma is used. 

4. No comma is needed before "but" when it connects an independent clause (a 
complete sentence) with a sentence fragment (an incomplete sentence that lacks a 
subject, verb, or complete thought). 

A sentence fragment is a clause that doesn’t have enough information to stand alone as a 
complete sentence. It could be missing a subject, a verb, or the complete idea. 

Here are some examples: 

Example 1: Missing the Subject 

●​ Without comma:​
"She wanted to join the team but couldn’t find the time." 
○​ Explanation: "She wanted to join the team" is an independent clause, but "couldn’t find 
the time" is a sentence fragment because it is missing a subject (who couldn’t find the time). 
Since the second part is not a complete sentence, there is no comma before "but." 

Example 2: Missing the Verb 

●​ Without comma:​
"He applied for the job but didn’t get it." 
○​ Explanation: "He applied for the job" is a complete sentence, but "didn’t get it" is a 
fragment because it lacks a subject. The subject "He" is understood but not repeated. No 
comma is used because the second part is dependent on the first and doesn’t stand alone as a 
complete sentence. 

Example 3: Incomplete Thought 

●​ Without comma:​
"She wanted to travel but only to nearby cities." 
○​ Explanation: "She wanted to travel" is an independent clause, but "only to nearby 
cities" is a sentence fragment. It doesn’t contain a verb and cannot stand on its own. Therefore, 
no comma is needed before "but." 
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Example 4: Missing both Subject and Verb 

●​ Without comma:​
"They tried to solve the problem but without much success." 
○​ Explanation: "They tried to solve the problem" is an independent clause, while "without 
much success" is a sentence fragment (it lacks both a subject and a verb). Since the second 
part doesn’t form a complete thought, there is no comma before "but." 

Example 5: Missing the Subject, Verb Implied 

●​ Without comma:​
"She wanted to cook dinner but didn’t know how." 
○​ Explanation: "She wanted to cook dinner" is an independent clause, and "didn’t know 
how" is a sentence fragment. The subject "she" is implied in the second part, but because the 
subject is missing, no comma is needed before "but." 

 

General Guidelines and Exceptions 

1.​ Use commas with conjunctions (like "and" or "but") to separate independent 
clauses. 
○​ "We finished the project, and we celebrated afterward." 
2.​ Do not use commas if the second part of the sentence cannot stand alone. 
○​ "We finished the project and celebrated afterward." 
3.​ Comma placement can affect meaning. 
○​ Consider:​
"I saw my friend, and the professor left." (Two separate actions)​
Versus:​
"I saw my friend and the professor left." (Could suggest these actions are connected) 

 

Special Cases: 

●​ Coordinating adjectives: When two or more adjectives independently modify a noun, 
they should be separated by commas. But if they work together, they are not separated by 
commas. 

○​ Example: "It was a long, tedious, and difficult journey." (Commas separate independent 
adjectives) 

○​ Example: "She wore a bright red dress." (No comma between "bright" and "red" as they 
work together to describe the dress). 
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