Comma Usage in Writing 

By Ashley Howell

Materials

· Students will need to have their writing workshop notebooks in hand and will be working in the “Writing Conventions” section.

· Handout from Writer’s INC on proper comma usage

· Overhead transparency and/or handout of teacher’s personal writing

· Supplemental text with correct comma usage examples

Time Required

Approximately  15 minutes

Objectives

NCTE Standards

· 4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for different purposes.

NCSCS Standards

· Competency Goal 6: The learner will apply conventions of grammar and language usage.
6.01: Model an understanding of conventional written and spoken expression by:

-using a variety of sentence types, punctuating properly,

 and avoiding fragments and run-ons.

Purpose of Mini-lesson

The purpose of this mini-lesson is to inform students about three rules of comma usage that they are having problems with in their writing workshop drafts.  This lesson should occur sometime during the beginning of the workshop, or it could be used at any point when students are beginning to use these rules incorrectly.  During the mini-lesson they will be given a handout and examples of comma usage from outside sources.  I will also use my own writing as a model for “good” writing that they will be asked to create in the workshop.  Hopefully, through discussion and examples, students will be able to use the rules properly in their own writing and be able to identify them in their reading workshop books.  [Students will be exposed to other rules of comma usage throughout the writing workshop.]

Activity

The mini-lesson will consist of a discussion about three comma usage rules that the students are struggling with in their writing.  I will give the students a hand-out of comma rules from a Writers INC textbook and discuss several examples, from my writing and other sources, concerning each rule, and they will have time to discuss any difficulties they are having.  After this mini-lesson, students should be able to begin using the rules effectively in their writing and be able to pick out the rules as they read in their reading workshop texts. 

Script


I have recently noticed that as a whole, you are having difficulties with a few comma usage rules in your writings that you are turning into me.  Today, I would like to take the time to discuss these rules with you so that you may begin using them correctly as you write, and also so that you will be able to see these rules being used as you read.  


First of all, let me pass out a hand-out on comma usage rules for you to place in your writing workshop notebooks.  Be sure to place this packet, and any other notes you take during the mini-lesson, in the section labeled “Writing Conventions.”  Let’s begin with the most commonly made error by the class, which is not placing a comma between two independent clauses  that are joined by a coordinating conjunction. 

 Just as a refresher, and you may want to jot this down, what are independent clauses?.[Students should answer that independent clauses present complete thoughts and can stand alone as sentences.  The teacher may have to eventually give this response if no one comes up with the correct response.]  Also, do you remember what coordinating conjunctions are?  [Coordinating conjunctions are words such as but, or, nor, for, yet, and, so.  The teacher may need to answer this one as well if students cannot determine the answer.  A list of coordinating conjunctions may be placed on the classroom wall to serve as a reference referral for students.]


Now that we have determined what independent clauses and coordinating conjunctions are, let’s take a look at an example sentence to see if we can join the two independent clauses with a comma and coordinating conjunction.  [The example sentences will then be discussed until the students determine the answer.]



Example sentences: Rubin answered the phone.





           Rubin took the message.

These two sentences can be combined by saying, “Rubin answered the phone, and he took the message” because the comma used with “and” places the two independent clauses together.  [Students will be able to discuss further if needed.]

Here is an example sentence from a newsletter that I wrote in college.  It displays this rule. [Show newsletter on overhead transparency, and read the sentence to the students. Discuss. Students may also refer to examples in the hand-out.]

Now let’s look at another rule you are having trouble with concerning how commas are used to separate individual words, phrases, or clauses in a series.  Writers use commas to separate information that is to be considered individual pieces of information within a larger whole. For example, look at the sentence in the book under Rule #580 and how it shows the proper way to use commas to list items.  Also, I have a sample from my newsletter that we can take a look at. [Read sentence from paper and discuss any questions students have about using commas to list items in a series.  If necessary, remind students what a clause is, and that a series contains at least three items.]

The final rule I want to discuss today is the usage of commas with introductory elements.  Introductory elements are any words, phrases,  or clauses that have been placed at the beginning of the sentence in front of the subject.  [Introductory word examples may include well, however, if because, when].  Let’s take a look at this sentence [display sentence on overhead]: “During the night, the power went out.” First of all, can you determine what the subject is?  If so, then you should be able to determine what the introductory phrase is going to be.  [If students are having a hard time determining the introduction element, the Introductory-element deletion test could be used.  This is when you delete the suspected intro word(s), and if the sentence is still grammatically correct, then the deleted material is introductory and should be set off with a comma].

Once again, I have a sentence from my newsletter that demonstrates how to use introductory words or phrases [refer to overhead of newsletter].  I have quite a few introductory elements in this work.  I will pass a hard copy around so that you may see all the possible choices for introductions.

[Then maybe show them a sentence from my paper that combines both the joining of independent clauses and the introductory element if deemed necessary.]


These rules are all I need to review with you today.  I want you to really concentrate on using them correctly in your own writing.  If you get stuck, refer back to your notes and the hand-out.  I also want you to start looking for these comma usages in your reading and think about why an author placed a comma in a certain sentence.  Now, if no one has any other questions or comments, I will begin taking the status-of-the-class report.

Websites
Comma Usage Rules

· Owl Online Writing Lab http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/grammar/g_comma.html

· http://webster.commnet.edu/grammar/commas.htm

Grammar Activities for Students

· Grammar Gorillas 

www.funbrain.com/grammar

· Grammar Bytes

www.chompchomp.com

APPALACHIAN STATE UNIVERSITY

Appalachian State University’s chapter of the Collegiate Middle Level Association (CMLA) has been very busy during the past year.  After our induction as the National officers for CMLA at the 2001 conference in Washington, D.C., we promptly acted to boost our local chapter’s membership and activities.  Since our local membership campaign began, our membership has increased from 17 to 33!  


In November, our CMLA chapter will be presenting Performance Based Portfolio artifacts at the National conference in Portland, Oregon.  Our presentation is entitled “Implementing Middle Level Performance-Based Courses and Programs: The Appalachian State University Model,” and it is intended for other middle level education programs to gain awareness about Appalachian’s teacher licensure program.  Considering that we must travel to Portland, our club has participated in several fundraising events including a doughnut sale and a raffle, which were both a great success.  Over 30 prizes were donated by local businesses and individuals for the raffle.


This semester we have been working on two key elements for our Appalachian State organization.  In August, we designed a website for our chapter of CMLA to provide other organizations and the general public with CMLA information.  The website includes: affiliate links, educational resources, club activities, and information about the Month of the Young Adolescent (MOYA).  Please visit our website at http://cmla_asu.tripod.com


In the summer, our advisors and officers wrote a letter to Velma Burnley, the mayor of Boone, North Carolina requesting that she declare October the Month of the Young Adolescent in the town of Boone.  In September, Mayor Burnley accepted and signed the MOYA proclamation.  On September 24th, Dr. Tracy W. Smith conducted an interview with Mayor Burnley local television and radio stations to reach a broader audience.  In October, our chapter attended the Watauga County Board of Commissioner’s meeting.  At the meeting, we read the MOYA  proclamation, and the board signed and adopted it for Watauga County.

During MOYA, we worked with the community to celebrate the young adolescent.  Our club contacted the superintendent and principals of the Watauga County School System to make them aware of MOYA and gave them suggestions about ways to communicate knowledge regarding the young adolescent throughout the school system.  Two local bookstores designed displays in their stores with books and materials both for and about young adolescents. Our members distributed MOYA literature to the citizens of the community as well as conducted a public service announcement on a local radio station. 

Appalachian State’s CMLA chapter would like to express our gratitude to the National Middle School Association for making our first year as national officers a success. It is a pleasure to serve as the national officers for the Collegiate Middle Level Association.

