Writing Skill Mini-lesson
Celine Ellison

Using Commas to set off Introductory Phrases

Time 20minutes

Materials

Overhead/Markers

Handout to go in their notebook (3 hole punch)


Overhead of handout

All Write Student Handbook by Write Source

Each student has a conventions/editing handbook for him or her to keep notes in. 

Purpose

The purpose of this lesson is to define what an introductory phrase is and to explain when a comma is used to separate it from the main part of a sentence.  This lesson would be taught after the teacher notices many students not following this rule in their individual compositions.  This lesson teaches a writing convention for students to be aware of in their own writing, as well as when they conference with other students and edit their papers.

Objectives

This lesson will address the following goals in the North Carolina Standard Course of Study for the 7th grade: Competency Goal 6.01-The learner will apply conventions of application of grammar and language usage.  He/she will model an understanding of conventional written expression by using phrases and clauses correctly, including proper punctuation.  This lesson addresses the following standards as set forth by the NCTE/IRA: Standard 4-Students adjust their use of written language to communicate effectively; Standard 6-Students apply knowledge of language conventions to create and critique texts; Standard 11-Students participate as knowledgeable and critical members of a variety of literacy communities. 

Script

(10 minutes)

Today we are going to do a convention minilesson.  As I have said, when you have convention errors in your papers, it takes the readers attention away from the meaning of the piece.  During my conferences with you, I have noticed a comma rule that many of you are not adhering to. This rule is about when to use commas after introductory phrases. 

Turn in your convention handbook to the section for comma rules.  (Pass out handout) Once we have completed this handout, it will go in this section.  Lets look at the rules.  Fill in the blank words on your handout. (Have the same handout on the overhead and fill in the blanks as the students do.)  A comma is used to separate a longer phrase or clause that comes before the main part of the sentence.  Who remembers what a phrase is?  (Responses) It is a group of words but not a complete sentence. (Teacher) Why is it not a complete sentence?  (Response) It doesn’t have a subject and predicate. (Teacher) Good.  Phrases do not express complete thoughts and cannot stand alone.  What is a clause?  (Response) It is a phrase that has a subject and a predicate.  It could be a sentence, but it might not be.  

Why do we use phrases and clauses in our writing? (Response) To make our writing more clear.

When you begin a sentence with a longer phrase or clause, you must separate it from the main part of the sentence with a comma.  On your handout your have an example of each.  “For the first time this school year, our homeroom could have 100% attendance for the month.”  Does this sentence have a phase or a clause? (Response) Phrase. (Teacher) What is the phrase? (Response) For the first time this school year.

The next example has an introductory clause, “If students will stay healthy, then we can win the attendance award.” What is the clause? (Response) If students will stay healthy.   

If the phrase is short, and by short I mean 2 words, do not use a comma.  For example in the sentence, “In time our class could have the highest attendance average.” You do not need a comma after “in time” because it is only a two word phrase. 

(5 minutes)

Turn to page 62 in your All Write Student Handbook, and read the paragraph and make a list of the introductory phrases and clauses you find.  (After 2 minutes, call on different students to tell you the phases they found.  You might have some students that you tell how many they are looking for.  The bold print words are the answers.)

An Aztec warrior could dress like a jaguar knight once he proved himself in battle. On his head, a knight wore a covering that looked like a jaguar’s head with its jaws opened very wide.  The knight’s face fit into this opening.  Sometimes a knight would also wear a headdress of big feathers.  To protect his body, a knight wore padded tan clothing painted with black spots to look like a jaguar.  On his feet, a jaguar knight wore light sandals or nothing at all.  In one hand, he held a round shield painted with bright Aztec designs, and in the other hand,  he held a club or spear.  When an Aztec warrior dressed like this, he looked wild and dangerous.  

Possible wrong answers-“once he proved himself in battle.” It doesn’t come before the main part of the sentence.  “Sometimes” It’s not a phrase or clause, just an introductory word.  A variation of this would be to do a numbered pair activity (You assign students a partner based on similar ability levels.) and let pairs do this together, or read it aloud and do it as a class.

(3 minutes)


Look at the paragraph at the bottom of your handout and add commas where they are needed as I read the paragraph out loud. 

Over Spring Break  I am going to the beach. I plan to lie on the beach for hours.  I want to get a great tan and sleep a lot.  When I come home I will be ready for the last six weeks of school.  

Who can tell me where the first comma belongs? (Response) In the first sentence, after break. (Teacher) Good. Where should we put the next comma? (Response) In the last sentence after home.  (Teacher) Good.  Do you have any questions? Put this handout in the comma section of your convention notebook.


As you write, pay attention to introductory phrases and clauses, and be sure to add commas after them.  When you are doing peer conferences, be on the look out for this mistake.  I will be looking for adherence to this rule in everyone’s papers.

Variations
This minilesson should be taught after you have taught a minilesson on clauses and phrases.  

You could have pairs come up with sentences that have introductory clauses and phrases, and then share them with the class.  

Other Resources

Write Away (Lower Level of All Write)
Introductory Phrases and Clauses and Commas

A __________ should be used to separate a longer __________ or __________ that comes __________ the main part of the sentence.  

What is a phrase?

What is a clause?

__________For the first time this school year, our homeroom could have 100% attendance for the month.

__________If students stay healthy, we can win the attendance award.

If the phrase is short, then you usually do not need a comma.  

Example

In time our class could have the highest attendance average.

Add commas where needed.


Over Spring Break I am traveling to the beach.  I plan to lie on the beach for hours.  I want to get a great tan and sleep a lot.  When I come home I will be ready for the last six weeks of school.

