Commas

A ‘principal’, ‘independent’ or ‘coordinating’ clause can stand on its own. 

Examples:

Sam likes red meat.

Tristan went to his home in Dingxi for Spring Festival.

It didn’t snow much this year.

Next year Sally would like to go to Guangzhou.

A ‘subordinate clause’ or ‘dependent clause’ cannot stand on its own.  It needs more information to make its meaning clear.

Examples:

Since you cannot eat egg……

Unless the weather cools down….

Even though Fred is very capable….

Some words that tell us a clause is a subordinating clause are: 

‘after, although, as, as if, because, before, even if, even though, if, in order to, since, though, unless, until, whatever, when, whenever, whether, and while.’ (Berry 2006)

These two kinds of clauses can be joined to create various sentence combinations.  

A familiar sentence structure is:

Principal Clause + Subordinate Clause for example:

Julie came back early from holidays because she had some research to do.  Or, 
The doctor decided not to operate on Judith’s foot as she had an infection.

There is no need for a comma in this structure.

However when the structure is reversed to make the structure:

Subordinate Clause + Principal Clause a comma is needed.  For example:

Since it’s our anniversary, let’s go out for dinner. Or While it is early, come over to my place for a chat.

Commas are also used to separate words, phrases, or clauses in a series of three or more.  Put ‘and’ before the last word in the series.  Also put ‘and’ between two words in a series rather than a comma.

Everyone ate lots of dumplings, meat, noodles, and vegetables at the party.  

For more details please refer to the following OWL at Purdue sites.  
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/printable/598/
for Independent and Dependent Clauses 

and

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/printable/607/
for Commas guidelines.
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