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Commas in a List: Help a Reader Spot Each Item

Commas help readers spot the separate items in a list. Using a school bag or picnic lunch, you can turn a
muddled sentence into a short, playful activity. The Department for Education includes commas in lists in
Year 2 English.

What are commas in a list?

A comma is a punctuation mark: a small written sign that helps readers understand a sentence. It looks
like this: , . In a list within a sentence, commas show where separate items end. For example: ‘My bag
holds a book, a pencil and a hat.” The items are a book, a pencil and a hat. Notice that ‘a book’ stays
together; we separate items, rather than every word. The Department for Education’s English Appendix 2
includes using commas to separate items in a list as content to introduce in Year 2.

What happens in the activity?

The proposed short video would invite children to repair a muddled list: ‘We packed sandwiches apples
carrots and water. First, children could name the four items, using pictures to help. The video would then
show the repaired sentence: ‘We packed sandwiches, apples, carrots and water. Each comma would
appear after a complete item. A matching worksheet could offer a school-bag sentence to repair, followed
by space to make a list of their own. These are suggested activities, rather than a school requirement.
Your child could say their answers, point to pictures or add commas with an adult.

What does this mean for your child?

Your child is learning to make their writing easier for someone else to follow. The Year 2 English
programme includes learning to use commas for lists and checking writing for punctuation errors. A
familiar sentence gives you something small to explore together, without correcting a whole page. There
is no need to make the start of the school year a deadline: the guidance allows schools flexibility over
when they introduce content within key stage 1, which covers Years 1 and 2. Ask your child’s teacher
what they are practising and what support would fit their learning.

How can you help at home?

Try being list detectives while packing a bag or planning an imaginary picnic. Choose three familiar things
and say a sentence together: ‘We need bread, cheese and tomatoes.” You could write it with the comma
missing and invite your child to repair it. Ask, ‘What are the separate things?’ rather than asking them to
put a comma wherever they pause. Keep it brief and stop when they have had enough. Your child can
choose objects, draw pictures or tell you what to write. If they use another language at home, you could
name the objects in that language before building the English sentence together.

Questions parents often ask

Does every list need commas? This activity is about lists inside sentences; a shopping list with one item
on each line looks different. Do we put a comma before ‘and’? Our simple examples use ‘and’ before the
final item without a comma immediately before it. The Year 2 requirement does not specify that detail, so
ask the teacher which examples the school uses. What if writing is difficult? You could write while your
child identifies the items. For children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), ask the
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teacher how to adapt the activity. Must we finish a worksheet? You can simply repair one sentence
together.
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