Comma Splices
A il Sheet

The comma splice is one of the most common errors in sudent writing. Specificaly, a
comma splice occurs when awriter uses acommato “splice’ together two independent
thoughts that 1) should bejoined together with a word or some other punctuation
mark, or 2) should be separ ated by some other form of punctuation. Some examples

follow.

Example One

Comma Splice:
Correct Sentences:.
Correct Sentence:

Example Two

Comma Splice:
Correct Sentences:.
Correct Sentence:

Example Three

Comma Splice:
Corrected Sentences:
Corrected Sentence:

Example Four

Comma Splice:
Corrected Sentences:
Corrected Sentence:
Corrected Sentence:

| went to the store, | saw a man standing on the corner.
| went to the store. | saw aman standing on the corner.
| went to the store, and | saw a man standing on the corner.

Dogs have large canine teeth, mice have large molars.
Dogs have large canine teeth. Mice have large molars.
Dogs have large canine teeth, but mice have large molars.

My grandmother livesin the country, her houseisvery big.
My grandmother livesin the country. Her houseisvery big.
My grandmother livesin the country, and her houseisvery big.

It takes five apples to make an apple pie, it takes ten to make applesauce.
It takes five apples to make an apple pie. It takesten to make applesavice.

It takes five apples to make an apple pie, and it takes ten to make applesauce.
It takes five apples to make an apple pie, but it takes ten to make applesauice.

Asyou can seg, fixing a comma splice can be as smple as replacing the commawith a
period (and then capitdizing the first letter of the second sentence, of course!). Comma
splices can sometimes be diminated by adding various punctuation marks, and certain
specific types of words. Before discussing the solutions, however, we must first examine

the problem itsdlf.



Explanation of The Problem:

There are only three reasons why awriter would ever create a comma splice.

1 The writer may simply be unawar e that different thoughts occur in
different sentences.

2. The writer may be aware that different thoughts belong in separate
sentences, but may be unable to differentiate between such thoughts.

3. The writer may be aware that different thoughts belong in separate
sentences, is able to differentiate between such thoughts, but feels
compelled to join them with a comma despite the previously stated rules.

Thefirgt reason - in which the writer is unaware that different thoughts must occur in
different sentences - isrardy anissue. Such cases are characterigtic of very young
children who haven't had very much practice in writing.

The second reason - in which the writer is unable to differentiate between separate
independent clauses - is surprisngly even lesscommon. Almogt al native speskers of
any language can identify independent thoughts or clauses. Given a string of sentences
strung together with no punctuation a dl, nearly anyone can identify the different
thoughts conveyed. Read the following “sentence’ and seeif you can identify which
groups of words make up separate sentences.

| went to the sore on my way | saw a man standing on the corner.

If you are a native speaker of English, chances are you would have divided the above
example into two distinct sentences, like this.

| went to the store.
On my way | saw a man standing on the corner.

Furthermore, the fact that some native speskers place commasin places where there
should be periods proves that they are entirely cgpable of digtinguishing between
different thoughts. However, many people still fed that they must take separate groups
of words and join them together with commas, as in the example below.

| went to the store, on my way | saw a man standing on the corner.

The mgority of people who create comma splices in their writing fall into this third

category. They know that the thoughts they are writing should be separated, but they il
choose to use commas instead of periods (or some other form of end-mark punctuation)
intheir sentences. Why does this happen? It happens because, as stated earlier, people
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feel compelled to join separate thoughts together. Thisfeding of compulson gems from
the fact that the two thoughts being conveyed, however separate and ditinct, are
extremely smilar and rdaed. In the above example we might have just as eadly written,

“I went tothestoreand | saw a man standing on the cor ner,”
or...
“On my way to the store | saw a man standing on the corner.”

Notice that in both of the above examples, an event (seeing the man on the corner)
occurred while “1” was going to the store. Because of the proximity or closeness of these
two separate events, writers often fed compelled to put them in the same sentence, thus
cregting acommasplice. It isimportant to redize that dthough such an action is without
question an error, it is an error with sgnificant and vadid logic behind it. Mot writers
aready know that distinct thoughts should be separated from one another; they smply
don't agree that afull-fledged period is the proper way to separate them. And, strangely
enough, they’reright. ..

How to Fix It:

Aswe have dready seen, comma splices occur because writers feel compelled to join
gmilar or related thoughts with acommarather than separate them with aperiod. It
makes sense; commas, as most of us remember being taught, are used to denote a pause,
and periods are used to end sentences. If “I” is going to the store and, in the process of
getting there sees a man standing on the corner, why should we try to separate these two
inseparable events?

One answer isto not separate them at all. What most people don't redize is that acomma
gpliceis often asgn of syntactic and linguistic growth. Comma splices are Sgnsthat a
particular writer istrying to achieve amore advanced form of written expresson, and that
that he or she does not yet possess the linguigtic skillsto do so. One solution to the
comma salice, then, is not amply to diminate it by changing the commato a period, but

to 1) make use of amore advanced form of punctuation, or to 2) make use of something
cdled a coordinating conjunction.

Using a Coordinating Conjunction or a Subordinating Conjunction to
Correct a Comma Splice

A coordinating conjunction is aword that joins two complete, independent thoughts. It is
aconjunction in that it joins the two thoughts, and it is coordinating in thet it puts the two
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thoughts on equa terms with one another. In smplest terms, a coordinating conjunction
isaword that joins two equally important sentences together.

There are seven coordinating conjunctions. They are and, but, or, nor, for, yet, and so.
Any one of them can be inserted after acomma splice to correct the sentence.  Consider
again the sentences contained in Example One from the beginning of thislesson.

Example One

Comma Splice: | went to the store, | saw a man standing on the corner.
Correct Sentences: | went to the store. | saw a man standing on the corner.
Correct Sentence: | went to the store, and | saw a man standing on the corner.

The sentence “| went to the store, | saw a man standing on the corner” contains a comma
gplice. The easest way to fix the sentence would be to replace the comma with a period,
but the coordinating conjunction and does the job aswell. The other coordinating
conjunctions (but, or, nor, yet, and so) make the sentence make sense grammaticaly, but
they contort the meaning of the sentence. Each coordinating conjunction hasits own
unique purpose and effect, as demongtrated in the following examples.

Comma Splice:

Corrected Sentence:

Comma Splice:

Corrected Sentence:

Comma Splice:

Corrected Sentence:

Comma Splice:

Corrected Sentence:

Comma Splice:

Corrected Sentence:

Comma Splice:

Corrected Sentence:

It wasraining, | decided to go anyway.
It wasraining, but | decided to go anyway.

Therewasonly one left, | left it for you.
There was only oneleft, so | left it for you.

Shewouldn’t sing, she wouldn’t play the guitar.
Shewouldn’t sing, nor would she play the guitar.

The cat walked quietly, it was stalking the mouse.
The cat walked quietly, for it was stalking the mouse.

| felt the anger rise within me, | held my temper.
| felt the anger rise within me, yet | held my temper

Y ou may stay, you may go.
Y ou may stay, or you may go.

When using a coordinating conjunction to diminate a comma splice, then, the writer
must consider how the conjunction will affect the meaning of the sentence which
contains it.

Using a Semicolon to Correct a Comma Splice
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Semicolons can often be used as the cure for the comma splice and, for many writers, can
provide the linguistic technology necessary for heightened control over tone and meaning

in agiven sentence. Semicolons differ from al other forms of punctuation in that they

are used to subordinate one complete thought to another. In other words, semicolons
may be used to show the relationship between two distinct but insepar able thoughts.
Often this rdaionship is one of cause and effect, as seen in the examples below.

Example One
Comma Splice: I knew | had to go, it was the only way to keep everyone happy.
Corrected Sentence: I knew | had to go; it was the only way to keep everyone happy.
Example Two
Comma Splice: Peopl e used to confuse the two of them all thetime, it wasinevitable,
since their names were so similarly spelled.
Corrected Sentence: Peopl e used to confuse the two of them all thetime; it wasinevitable,
since their names were so similarly spelled.
Example Three
Comma Splice: We had to move the piano first, how else could we get at the electrical

outlet?

Corrected Sentence: We had to move the piano first; how else could we get at the electrical
outlet?

Notice that dl three of the examples above have complete, independent sentences on
ether sde of the semicolon, which might lead awriter to separate them with a period.
Because the two thoughts are so closealy related a semicolon is perfectly acceptable and,
in fact, helps to communicate the relationship between the two thoughts.

Semicolons can dso be used to link two related ideas that don't involve cause and effect.
There is no specific rule that might describe the relationship between two such thoughts.

It is sufficient to say that they are closely related, and that the pur pose of the second
thought isto expound or comment on thefirst thought. Consder the examples below.

Example One
Comma Splice: She wanted to go, she had nothing else to do.
Corrected Sentence: She wanted to go; she had nothing else to do.
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Example Two

Comma Splice;

Corrected Sentence:

Example Three

Comma Splice:

Corrected Sentence:

Example Four

Comma Splice:

Corrected Sentence:

Example Five

Comma Splice;

Corrected Sentence:

The answer involved solving aword problem, she dreaded the thought
of it.

The answer involved solving aword problem; she dreaded the thought
of it.

There was plenty of food in the cabinets, if he had only taken the time
to look he would have found it.

There was plenty of food in the cabinets; if he had only taken the time
to look he would have found it.

The horses stood solidly in the field during the storm, there was so
much snow on their backs they looked like marble statues.

The horses stood solidly in the field during the storm; there was so
much snow on their backs that they looked like marble statues.

Throughout the night the boys were kept awake by the sound of cats
fighting in the alley, the howling of the wind was not enough to muffle
the sound.

Throughout the night the boys were kept awake by the sound of cats
fighting in the alley; the howling of the wind was not enough to

muffle the sound.

Note the closeness of the pairs of thoughts in the examples above. They are so closdly
related that it is not uncommon for writers to put acommain place of the semicolon.

Such an act, of course, would be considered a comma splice, and is undesirable. Also,
many writers choose to use a period instead of a semicolon; it makes senseto do o,
consdering that both periods and semicolons are used to separate independent, distinct
thoughts. While periods are perfectly legitimate, however, a semicolon can tiethe two
thoughts more closely together. In addition, a semicolon hasthe effect of making the
pause between the two thoughts seem mor e subtle and less pronounced, which of
course altersthe tone of the overall sentence.
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Comma Splices
Exercises

Part One
Directions:  Use a period to eliminate the following comma splices.

1. He took awak, he saw amovie.

2. John took awalk, he sasw amovie.

3. The dog caught the ball, she barked and ran away withiit.

4, The glassis empty, it is Stting next to the Sink.
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5.

Theink isblue, it is garting to smudge.

Part Two
Directions.  Use a coordinating conjunction to eiminate the following comma

splices.

6. He was tired, he went to bed.

7. | ran down the stairs, they were at the door.

8. Shetried as hard as she could, she didn’t try hard enough.

9. He took awalk, he saw amovie.

10.  Thetree house was nestled in the oak tree, no one could seeit.
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11. | have too much to do, | can’t go with you.

12.  Thedog caught the ball, she barked and ran away withiit.
13.  Shehad alot of money, she decided to saveit.

14.  Shehad alot of money, she decided to spend it.

15. Wewent ingde quickly, it sarted to rain.
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Part Three
Directions.  Use a period to diminate the following comma splices.

16. She likes buttercups, roses, and tulips, she hates daisies.

17. He saw histhree friends yesterday, Dan, John, and Jake came over to play again
today.

18. Pizzais best with mushrooms, peppers, and pepperoni, onions, broccoli, and
bacon and are gross.

19.  Chrigmas, Eagter, and Thanksgiving are my favorite holidays, that’ s when my
family comesto vist.

20.  Thebuilding was made of brick, mortar, and wood, it could withstand very strong

winds.
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Part Four
Directions.  Use a coordinating conjunction to diminate the following comma

splices.

21.  Shelikes buttercups, roses, and tulips, she hates daisies.

22. He saw histhree friends yesterday, Dan, John, and Jake came over to play again
today.

23. Pizzais best with mushrooms, peppers, and pepperoni, onions, broccoli, and
bacon and are gross.

24.  Chrigmeas, Eagter, and Thanksgiving are my favorite holidays, that’s when my
family comesto vigt.

25.  Thebuilding was made of brick, mortar, and wood, it could withstand very strong

winds.
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Part Five
Directions.  Use a semicolon to eliminate the following comma splices.

26.  The paperswere perfect, there would be no need for revisons.

27. My father’ s favorite shirt was il in the wash, he would not be going anywhere.
28.  The sheep were dill in the pasture, the dog would have to go get them.

30.  Theenginewas overheated, we would have to walk back to town.

31.  Thecat had no choice but to drop the mouse, the tiny creature had sunk its teeth

into its attacker’ s cheek!
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32.  Thecaptain turned the ship around sharply, if he hadn’t done so, he would have
run into the rocks.

33. My gder began to amile, her dream had just come true.

34.  Without missing a begt, the drummer’ s rhythm faltered, a spider had just crawled
across the cymbal.

Copyright © 2002
WriteGuide, Inc.
http://www.writeguide.com



Part Six
Directions.  Use a combination of periods, coordinating conjunctions, and
semicolons to eiminate comma splices in the following par agraphs.

35. At night the owls came out to chant, and the crickets sang their song of glee,
moths fluttered in the windows, drawn to the light of the cheery house. Inthe
pond, afrog croaked, in the yard, a mouse rustled its way through a pile of leaves.
Soon al the sounds of night were out in force, and the moon was shining down
brightly onit dl.

14
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36.

15

No one could ever have guessed what happened next, the bird flew off her perch
inafury of feathers. She knocked open the door to her cage and flew out,
barreling across the open space of the room, heading straight for the wall, she
swerved just in timeto avoid it, and flapped awkwardly onto the floor no more
than aninch in front of the deegping cat'snose. The cat’s eyes widened in

surprise, then the bird flapped her wings again, and the terrified feline jumped two
feet Sraight up in the air with a sudden “MeecOOOWW!” and scrambled under the

couch.
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37.

The city was bustling with people, cars honked their horns, busses roared through
the streets, and shoppers hurried dong the sidewalks. On one corner stood a man
sling newspapers, he was wearing a bright blue sweater and acaep. Hehad a
bushy moustache that stuck out further than the tip of his nose, and a pair of
eyebrows that were deeper than a shag carpet. His hands were in mittens, it was
very cold.
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Solutions to Comma Splice Exercises

Part One Solutions

aghrowbdE

Hetook awak. He saw amovie.

John took awak. He saw amovie.

The dog caught the ball. She barked and ran away with it.
Theglassisempty. It isdtting next to the Snk.

Theink isblue. Itisgarting to smudge.

Part Two: Solutions (Answers may vary dightly.)

He wastired, so he went to bed.

| ran down the stairs, for they were a the door.

Shetried as hard as she could, but she didn’t try hard enough.

He took awalk, and he saw amovie.

The tree house was nestled in the oak tree, so no one could seeit.
| have too much to do, so | can't go with you.

The dog caught the ball, and she barked and ran away with it.
She had alot of money, but she decided to saveit.

She had alot of money, so she decided to spend it.

We went ingde quickly, for it was sarting to rain.

Part Three Solutions

16.
17.

18.

19.

20.

She likes buttercups, roses, and tulips. She hates daisies.

He saw histhree friends yesterday. Dan, John, and Jake came over to play again
today.

Pizzais best with mushrooms, peppers, and pepperoni. Onions, broccoli, and
bacon and are gross.

Chrigmas, Eagter, and Thanksgiving are my favorite holidays. That's when my
family comesto vigt.

The building was made of brick, mortar, and wood. It could withstand very
strong winds.
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Part Four: Solutions

21.
22.

23.

24.

25.

She likes buttercups, roses, and tulips, yet she hates daisies.

He saw histhree friends yesterday, yet Dan, John, and Jake came over to play
again today.

Pizzais best with mushrooms, peppers, and pepperoni, but onions, broccoli, and
bacon and are gross.

Chrigmas, Eagter, and Thanksgiving are my favorite holidays, for that's when my
family comesto vigt.

The building was made of brick, mortar, and wood, so it could withstand very
strong winds.

Part Five: Solutions

26.  The papers were perfect; there would be no need for revisons.

27. My father' s favorite shirt was il in the wash; he would not be going anywhere.

28.  Thesheep were dill in the pasture; the dog would have to go get them.

30.  Theengine was overheated; we would have to walk back to town.

31.  Thecat had no choice but to drop the mouse; the tiny creature had sunk its teeth
into its attacker’ s cheek!

32.  Thecaptain turned the ship around sharply; if he hadn’t done so, he would have
run into the rocks.

33. My sster began to smile; her dream had just come true.

34.  Without missing a beset, the drummer’s rhythm fatered; a spider had just crawled
across the cymbal.

Part Six: Solutions

(*Note* Exercises 35-36 have multiple answers. Although we' ve provided the most
common solutions to each, the subjective nature of the semicolon may produce varied
answersthat are not listed. Therefore, we recommend that students study all the answers
provided in order to ensure a thorough understanding of how semicolons may be used to
correct comma splices.)

35.

At night the owls came out to chant, and the crickets sang their song of glee.
Moths fluttered in the windows, drawn to the light of the cheery house. Inthe
pond, afrog croaked. Intheyard, amouse rustled its way through a pile of
leaves. Soon al the sounds of night were out in force, and the moon was shining
down brightly onit dl.

At night the owls came out to chant, and the crickets sang their song of glee.
Moths fluttered in the windows, drawn to the light of the cheery house. In the
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36.

37.

19

pond, afrog croaked; in the yard, amouse rustled its way through a pile of leaves.
Soon dl the sounds of night were out in force, and the moon was shining down
brightly onit dl.

No one could ever have guessed what happened next. The bird flew off her perch
inafury of feathers. She knocked open the door to her cage and flew out,
barreling across the open space of the room, heading straight for thewall. She
swerved just in timeto avoid it, and flapped awkwardly onto the floor no more
than aninch in front of the deegping cat'snose. The cat’s eyes widened in

surprise. Then the bird flapped her wings again, and the terrified feine jumped
two feet straight up in the air with a sudden “MeeOOOWW!” and scrambled
under the couch.

No one could ever have guessed what happened next. The bird flew off her perch
inafury of feathers. She knocked open the door to her cage and flew out,
barreling across the open space of the room, heading straight for thewal. She
swerved just in time to avoid it, and flapped avkwardly onto the floor no more
than an inch in front of the degping cat'snose. The cat’s eyeswidened in

surprise; then the bird flapped her wings again, and the terrified feline jumped two
feet straight up in the air with a sudden “MeeOOOWW!” and scrambled under the
couch.

The city was bustling with people; cars honked their horns, busses roared through
the streets, and shoppers hurried along the sdewaks. On one corner stood a man
sling newspapers, he was wearing a bright blue swester and acap. Hehad a
bushy moustache that stuck out further than the tip of his nose, and a pair of
eyebrows that were degper than a shag carpet. His hands were in mittens; it was
very cold.

The city was bustling with people; cars honked their horns, busses roared through
the streets, and shoppers hurried along the sdewaks. On one corner stood a man
sling newspapers. He was wearing a bright blue swester and acap. Hehad a
bushy moustache that stuck out further than the tip of his nose, and a pair of
eyebrows that were deeper than a shag carpet. His hands were in mittens; it was
very cold.

The city was bustling with people. Cars honked their horns, busses roared
through the streets, and shoppers hurried along the sdewaks. On one corner
stood a man sdlling newspapers,; he was wearing a bright blue sweater and a cap.
He had a bushy moustache that stuck out further than the tip of hisnose, and a
pair of eyebrows that were degper than a shag carpet. His hands were in mittens;
it was very cold.

The city was bustling with people. Cars honked their horns, busses roared
through the streets, and shoppers hurried dong the sdewaks. On one corner
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stood a man sdling newspapers. He was wearing a bright blue sweater and a cap.

He had a bushy moustache that stuck out further than the tip of hisnose, and a
pair of eyebrows that were deeper than a shag carpet. His hands were in mittens;
it was very cold.

The city was bustling with people. Cars honked their horns, busses roared
through the streets, and shoppers hurried aong the sdewaks. On one corner

stood a man sdling newspapers. He was wearing a bright blue sweater and a cap.

He had a bushy moustache that stuck out further than the tip of hisnose, and a
pair of eyebrows that were degper than a shag carpet. His hands were in mittens,
for it was very cold.

The city was bustling with people. Cars honked their horns, busses roared
through the streets, and shoppers hurried aong the sdewaks. On one corner

stood a man sdlling newspapers. He was wearing a bright blue sweater and a cap.

He had a bushy moustache that stuck out further than the tip of hisnose, and a
pair of eyebrows that were degper than a shag carpet. His hands were in mittens.
It was very cold.
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