COMMA SPLICES

DEFINITIONS:

Comma Splice—The comma splice is one of the most frequently occurring grammatical errors in a student’s writing.  Simply defined, a comma splice occurs when only a comma joins two independent clauses in a sentence.  

Independent Clause—An independent clause, also referred to as a main clause, can best be thought of as a clause that contains an independent thought and will stand alone as a complete sentence.  An independent clause must contain at least one subject and one verb.


Examples:
Frank went to the store.




Frank and Bill went to the store.




Frank walked and jogged in the park after school.




Joe and his brother fought and argued all the time.

Compound Sentence—A compound sentence is the combining of two independent clauses that are closely connected into one sentence.


Example:
Frank and Bill went to the store, and Bill bought some bananas.

However, were this sentence written in this manner—




Frank and Bill went to the store, Bill bought some bananas.

then a comma splice would occur.  Sentences punctuated in this manner often confuse the reader because either he or she can’t recognize the connection between the two clauses, or a hurried, awkward effect is produced that doesn’t “sound” natural to the reader.

REMEDIES:

There are some very simple steps to correcting the comma splice, but the writer needs to be aware that each of these four remedies creates a different effect and can alter the emphasis of the sentence.  Therefore, it is hoped that the writer will experiment with all four of these methods to see how they work.  A familiarity with all four approaches can enhance a writer’s style and add to his or her arsenal when drafting a paper, no matter what the subject matter.

Before solving the problem of the comma splice, one needs to be able to locate the comma splice, so a good practice (and one that will aid in other comma trouble spots as well) is to scan your paper and circle every comma.  Then go to each one and look at the groups of words on either side of it.  Ask some pertinent questions:  Do these words formulate a complete thought?  Can they stand alone and still make sense?  If the answer is yes, and the phrases are separated by only a comma, then a comma splice exists.  Now we can look at the remedies.

1.  Turn the sentence into two sentences.


Ex. 
Tom played baseball all summer, I went to the movies. (Incorrect)



Tom played baseball all summer.  I went to the movies. (Correct)

2.  Add a coordinating conjunction after the comma.  Coordinating

conjunctions are best remembered by the acronym “FANBOYS.”



(For, And, Nor, But, Or, Yet, So)

It is important to notice that the meaning of the sentence can vary depending on which conjunction you select, and you may want to switch the clauses to make the sentence make better sense.


Ex.
Tom played baseball all summer, for I went to the movies.



Tom played baseball all summer, and I went to the movies.



Tom played baseball all summer, but I went to the movies.



Tom played baseball all summer, so I went to the movies.



I went to the movies all summer, yet Tom played baseball.

3.  Replace the comma with a semi-colon.  This is used when two independent clauses might not usually be related or aren’t necessarily related, but the writer wishes to make them so.


Ex.  
It rained like a monsoon last night; it was still hot in the morning.



My brother worked until midnight; grocery money was scarce.

Often, the addition of a conjunctive adverb, such as “however,” “therefore,” “consequently,” “indeed,” et al., with a semi-colon creates a contrast, addition, choice, added emphasis, or result.  Note that when using these words, they are followed by a comma.


Ex.  
The snow had buried the city’s streets; therefore, the buses didn’t



run. (Result)



The election results had not been counted; consequently, neither



candidate declared victory. (Result)



I walked to school in my youth; furthermore, I worked a job in the



afternoon. (Addition)



My sister and I were always restless Christmas Eve; indeed, we



kept our parents up all night. (Addition/Emphasis)



It rained most of last week; however, the fishing was surprisingly



good. (Contrast)

4.  The final remedy for comma splices is to alter the construction of the sentence and subordinate one clause to the other.  Again, it is important to realize that the meaning of the sentence will change.  In subordinating a clause you simply use a word such as “while,” “because,” “since,” “although” or numerous others to make one clause dependent, that is, to make one clause unable to stand alone.  It thus depends on the remaining independent clause to complete its meaning.  Let’s look at some earlier examples and use this remedy to correct them.


Ex.
Since Tom played baseball all summer, I went to the movies.



Because the election results had not been counted, neither candidate 


declared victory.



Although it rained like a monsoon last night, it was still hot in the 



morning.

Important:  You will notice that the comma still separates the clauses; however, you should also notice that these sentences could be easily reversed (which offers you an expanded range of styles).  If you do move the subordinate clause to the end of the sentence, the comma is no longer necessary.


Ex.  
It was still hot in the morning although it rained like a monsoon last night.

BONUS INFORMATION:

Because grammar is dynamic, there are no absolutes.  You should be aware that it is now acceptable by some to allow two short, independent clauses to be connected by a coordinating conjunction without using a comma, or by using only a comma without the coordinating conjunction.


Ex.  
I went to the movies and Steve went home.



I went to the movies, Steve stayed home.

Understand that you will always be correct if you write the sentence the traditional way:


Ex.  
I went to the movies, and Steve went home.

If you wish to use the newer method, check with your instructor to make sure it’s okay.

Hopefully, by applying these simple remedies and understanding the basics of sentence construction, you can eliminate the nasty comma splice from all future writing endeavors.  Taking ten or fifteen minutes once a week to practice your own sentence constructions with these techniques should improve your skill dramatically and instill in you the confidence to apply each and all of these methods with ease.

