
Basic Comma and Semicolon Use 

1. The most basic way to punctuate a sentence is to end it with a period. Two complete sentences separated by a period may indicate that no relationship or link exists between them.

Jill studied for three weeks.  She still didn’t pass her test.

Marge is studying law at MTSU.  She plans to attend Harvard next year.

2. The most common way to join two related complete ideas is with a coordinating conjunction  (FANBOYS—for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so).

Jill studied for three weeks, but she still didn’t pass her test.

Matt hasn’t done his homework, so he cannot go to the game.

She graduated top in her class, yet she cannot balance her checkbook.

3. If the coordinating conjunction does not join two independent clauses, do not use a comma (unless you are listing three or more items in a series, which requires commas after each).

Jill studied for three weeks but still didn’t pass her test.

I am going to buy milk and cheese at the grocery store.

4. If an introductory element –such as a subordinate conjunction, a prepositional phrase, a conjunctive adverb, etc.—comes before the main clause, a comma follows the entire introductory element.

Common subordinate conjunctions are: after, before, because, unless, until, while, when, as, as if, even though, although

Because I need milk, I am going to Kroger.

After he returns from the dentist, he will need a nap.

Even though she left several messages, he didn’t return her call.

Other introductory elements 

In fact, many college freshmen do know how to use commas. (conjunctive adverb)

In the heat of battle, many good men were lost. (prepositional phrase)

Exhausted, he fell into bed. (adjective modifying he)

5. If the main clause comes before the subordinate clause, no punctuation is required.

I am going to Kroger because I need milk.

He will need a nap after he returns from the dentist.

He didn’t return her call even though she left several messages.

6. If you don’t use a conjunction between complete related ideas (independent clauses), use a semicolon.

Jill studied for three weeks; she still didn’t pass her test.

He has a pain in his side; he is going to the doctor.

Use semicolon with moderation.  Using some kind of connecting word almost always makes your intention clearer.  In addition, the deadly comma splice is easier to make using a single mark of punctuation.

7. Use a semicolon before a conjunctive adverb (THINTIC—therefore, however, indeed, nevertheless, then, in fact, consequently) and a comma after when joining two independent clauses.

Jill studied for three weeks; however, she still didn’t pass her test.

He has a pain in his side; consequently, he is going to the doctor.

Our homeroom teacher called the roll; then, we went to the gym for pictures.

Do not use a semicolon unless joining two independent clauses!

The boys, however, did not go to the game.

Using a semicolon here instead of commas would result in a fragment.
