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Grammar Lesson 5: Conjunctions 

 
5.1     Definition 
 

Conjunctions are words that join two grammatical units 
together. Conjunctions can join single words, phrases, 
and clauses. There are three categories of conjunctions: 
coordinating, subordinating, and correlative. 

 
5.2     Coordinating Conjunctions 
 

Coordinating conjunctions join things in a way that implies that they are equal (the prefix “co” means “joint” or 
“together”). You might know coordinating conjunctions by an acronym that you learned in elementary school – 
FANBOYS. There are only seven coordinating conjunctions – for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so. 

 
Circle the coordinating conjunctions in the sentences below and then underline the two items that each conjunction is 
joining. 

 
1. Maeva and Manot are friends in class but adversaries on the soccer field. 
2. The two counties are natural allies, for they both have many of the same goals and interests. 
3. After earning billions of dollars from her IT corporation, Melissa decided that she would like to use her wealth to help 

others and decided that she wanted to become a benefactor of a school or a hospital. 
4. The evil queen gave Snow White a benevolent smile, yet on the inside she was consumed with jealous rage. 
5. I was chagrined to discover that my cat had left a dead mouse by the front door, so I stopped letting him go outside. 
6. The president would not concede that he had lost the election, nor would he agree to leave the White House. 
7. Students must have their parents’ consent to watch the film, so you should be certain to return your permission slip. 
8. The government spent billions of dollars trying to bring the terrorist to justice, but he was able to elude capture for 

many years. 
9. We had to endure the heat and the mosquitoes on our hike through the forest. 
10. Jahnavi told her neighbor graciously yet firmly that she did not want to buy any Girl Scout cookies. 

  
 5.2.1     Exceptions 
 

Three of the coordinating conjunctions – “for,” “so,” and “yet” – can be used as other parts of speech. “For” can 
function as a preposition, and “so” and “yet” can be used as adverbs. When you encounter one of these words, look 
at the job that the word is doing in the sentence to determine whether or not it is a conjunction. 

 
 Decide if the underlined words in the sentences below are conjunctions. 
 

1. Kendall grieved the death of his neighbor, Mrs. Caricck, for she had been like a grandmother to him. 
2. This cleaning spray is great for clearing grime off of the shower. 
3. The UFO hovered over the house and sent down a beam of light, so Randall started shooting at it. 
4. The baby’s farts were so malodorous that she made herself cry. 
5. The spiny lionfish is a mesmerizing yet dangerous creature. 
6. Jacob’s father asked him if he had cleaned out the musty attic yet. 
7. Odysseus had to defeat giants, a cyclops, witches, and monsters before returning home, and even then his ordeal wasn’t 

over yet; he still had to fight the suitors. 
8. The king saw his daughters merely as pawns in his quest for power, so he had no trouble arranging their marriages to 

influential foreign princes whom they did not love. 
9. Sherlock Holmes pondered the evidence for days, yet he was unable to solve the case. 
10. Caroline wanted her baby to be a prodigy, so she put headphones playing Mozart on her belly while she was pregnant. 
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5.2.2     Starting a Sentence with a Coordinating Conjunction 
 

Beginning a sentence with a coordinating conjunction can make your 
writing sound urgent and exciting. However, because coordinating 
conjunctions necessarily join and balance two things, using one at the 
start of a sentence sets up a dynamic that is technically incomplete.  
 
The purpose of your writing should help guide you in deciding when it 
is appropriate to break from this formal rule. Using a coordinating 
conjunction at the beginning of a sentence should be just fine for 
casual writing, artistic or narrative writing, or writing in which your 
voice and experiences are the focus. You should avoid starting 
sentences with conjunctions in formal or technical writing. 
 
Decide if the use of the underlined conjunction is appropriate in the 
sentences below: 
 
1. from an instruction manual: So be certain to turn off the electricity before beginning. 
2. from a novel: But that wouldn’t be the last time that Kelvin made that mistake. 
3. from a text message to a friend: And then I decided to get a parakeet! 
4. from an email to a professor: So I hope that you will give me an extension on the project. 
5. from a lab report: Yet the results of the study are inconclusive. 
6. from an IM to a coworker: Or we could have the meeting tomorrow if you prefer. 

 
 
 5.2.3     Punctuating Items in a Series 
 

When you have a list of three or more items in a sentence, you should separate each of them with a comma and then a 
conjunction (“and” or “or”) between the penultimate and the last: 
 

Jillian likes wearing pretty dresses, playing basketball with her brother, and learning about dinosaurs. 
 
We can have ice cream, fruit, or cookies for dessert. 

 
Years ago, some writers started to argue that the last comma was unnecessary and that the coordinating conjunction 
did the job of separating the final two items. However, omitting that final comma – called the Oxford comma or the 
serial comma – can sometimes cause ambiguities. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Without the Oxford comma, it can sometimes look like the last 
two items in the series are renaming the first (this is called an 

“appositive,” and we’ll learn about those soon. 

Alternatively, a missing Oxford comma can imply that you are 
talking to the last two items in the series. 
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 5.2.4     Polysyndeton and Asyndeton 
 
 Polysyndeton and asyndeton are literary devices in which coordinating conjunctions are used differently. 
 

Polysyndeton is the use of more coordinating conjunctions than is grammatically necessary: 
 

 We had to endure the cold and the hunger and the exhaustion and the boredom on our trip to the cabin. 
 To Amanda’s chagrin, her two teenagers had not finished their homework or done the dishes or fed the dog or put 

away their clothes by the time that she finished work and returned home. 
 
Polysyndeton often has the effect of emphasizing the quantity or volume of the items in a list. 

 
Asyndeton is the omission of the coordinating conjunction that would usually occur at the end of the list: 
 

 Everything about Los Angeles – the glitter, the celebrities, the parties, the sense of possibility – mesmerized 
Jacinda, who had moved there with dreams of becoming a star. 

 New Orleans grieved the loss of life, the destruction of culture wrought by the devastating Hurricane Katrina. 
  

Asyndeton can create a feeling that the list is incomplete or not over and that the items mentioned are only some of 
what exists. It can also emphasize that the items in the list are equal or that they are happening simultaneously instead 
of in the order that they are listed. 
 
Both polysyndeton and asyndeton can establish a rhythm and a style. They are more appropriate for literary or 
persuasive texts or speech and should be avoided in technical, scientific, or professional writing. 

 

 
 
 
5.3     Subordinating Conjunctions 
 

As coordinating conjunctions connect two things in a way that suggests that they are of equal importance, 
subordinating conjunctions connect two things while simultaneously indicating that one of them is less significant. 

 
  Brandon felt serene because he had done yoga and meditated earlier that morning. 
 
 
 
 
 
  When the shopping cart bumped into the car, it set off a shrill alarm. 
 

 
 

The word “because” connects two things – the fact that “Brandon felt serene” and the fact that “he had done yoga and meditated 
earlier that morning.” But it doesn’t just connect those two ideas – it indicates that “Brandon felt serene” is the more important 
point, while the point that “he had done yoga earlier that morning” is of secondary consideration. 

The word “when” connects two things – “the shopping cart bumped into the car” and “it set off a shrill alarm.” ***Note that, as 
in this sentence, a subordinating conjunction does not have to come in between the two things that it is connecting. This 
conjunction also indicates to the reader that the point of the sentence is that a shrill alarm went off – the fact that the shopping 
cart caused it is less important. 
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While there are only seven coordinating conjunctions, there are many more subordinating conjunctions. Here are 
some of the most commonly used ones: 

 
after 
although 
as 
because 
before 

even if 
even though 
if 
in order that 
once 

now 
provided that 
rather than 
since 
so that 

than 
therefore 
though 
unless  
until 

whereas 
whether 
while 

 
 
Circle the subordinating conjunctions in the sentences below and draw arrows to the things that they are connecting. 
Label the thing that is more important and the thing that is less important. 
 

1. The pickpocket slyly lifted the man’s wallet, took out the credit cards, and put it back in his pocket before he noticed it 

was missing. 

2. All of the medical students were solemn as they took the Hippocratic Oath to protect their future patients. 

3. The chickens began to squabble amongst themselves when the farmer threw the feed into their pen. 

4. Even though the researchers worked for years to come up with a cure for cancer, their progress was stagnant. 

5. You should always make sure that your belt is taut unless you want to be embarrassed! 

6. After he survived a heart attack, all of Randy’s old problems and complaints seemed trivial. 

7. Romeo trudged away from Juliet’s balcony because he was so reluctant to leave his newfound love. 

8. Journalists should quote their sources verbatim as they conduct research for newspaper articles. 

 
 
Some subordinating conjunctions can simultaneously function as other parts of speech such as adverbs or 
prepositions. (And subordinating conjunctions function in much the same way as relative adverbs and pronouns; we 
will discuss this in more depth in some future lessons.) 

 
  The trophy gleamed and sparkled once the rust and grime were cleaned from it. 
 
 
 
 
  The gangster eluded capture by the FBI until his girlfriend tipped them off for the reward money. 
   
 
 
 
5.4     Correlative Conjunctions 
 
 Correlative conjunctions are pairs of conjunctions. Here are some of the most frequently used sets: 
 

 both…and  either…or 

 neither…nor  not…but 

 not only…but also  whether…or 

 as…as  just as…so 

 the more…the less  rather…than 
 

The word “once” is a subordinating conjunction, but it’s also an adverb modifying 
“gleamed and sparkled” (it’s telling us when the trophy gleamed and sparkled). 

The word “until” is both a subordinating conjunction and a preposition (we will talk 
more about prepositions in our next lesson). 
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 Circle the correlative conjunctions in the sentences below. 
 

1. Accepting someone’s apology is both gracious and mature. 
2. The battle was poorly, and their odds of success looked grim, so the general did not know whether to concede defeat or 

keep fighting. 
3. The toddler either trudges or sprints everywhere that she goes – she is incapable of walking at a normal pace! 
4. My husband would rather endure the cold than the heat. 
5. Cinderella’s stepmother was as benevolent as a rattlesnake. 
6. The more he pondered his dilemma, the less Frank felt certain that he had made the right choice. 
7. Effective bosses see their employees not as pawns but as human beings. 
8. Just as the benefactor donated money for the community’s new park, so she also endowed the university with a large 

fund for scholarships. 
9. The garage was not only musty but also grimy because it had not been cleaned in over a decade. 
10. Keith was neither a soccer prodigy nor a total klutz; in other words, he was a perfectly average athlete. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  


