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© 2. Part I  Sentence Skills

1.1 Recognize the Sentence

The writer’s most basic tool is the sentence. A sentence is a completc state-
ment made up of a group of words that begins with a capital letter (X5 F4),
ends with a period, question mark, or exclamation point (&%), and makes
sense by itself. The elements that comprise (#]5%) sentences mainly include sub-
jects (£7&), predicates (%), direct objects (A 4% %), indirect objects,
subject complements ( £ #% #F#% ), and object complements. A grammatically
complete sentence normally must contain a subject and a predicate. The subject
states whom or what the sentence is about; it identifies the focal point of the sen-
tence. The simple subject consists of (@ # A%.) one or more nouns or pro-
nouns; the complete subject consists of the simple subject with all its modifiers (15
4533). The following example shows the complete subject in italics (44K 5 ),
with the simple subject underlined (%] FXI4%):

Those who sit in the sunshine have the most fun.

A compound subject contains two or more nouns or pronouns joined with a
coordinating conjunction (%)) (and, but, or) or a correlative conjunc-
tion (£ B£i%13) (both. .. and, either... or, neither... nor, not only... but al-
s0). It may or may not take modifiers.

Tom and Jerry are my friends.
Both Tom and Jerry are my friends.

In imperative sentences (#74£4) ), which express requests or commands, the

subject you is implied but not stated:

(You) Mind your own business.
In English sentences, the subject usually comes before the predicate, or verb, but
not always. Sometimes writers reverse (#1#]) the order for effect. In questions,
the subject usually appears between the auxiliary verb (8434 #]) and the main
verb. In sentences beginning with there or here followed by a form of the verb be
(is, are, was, were, have been, will be, and so on), the subject always follows
the verb. For example:

High were the hopes of the football fans. [ Inverted order for emphasis |

Did you say “yes”? [A question]

There is a dog in the house. [A sentence introduced by there]

In addition to a subject, every grammatically complete sentence must have a
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predicate which asserts (B7 5 ) or asks something about the subject or tells the
subject to do something. It may tell us what the subject does, or what the subject
is, or what condition the subject is in. The simple predicate of a sentence is the
main verb and any auxiliaries(84 3133 ); the complete predicate also includes any
modifiers of the verb with or without any objects or complements and their
modifiers. In the following examples, the simple predicates arc underlined, and
the complete predicates are italicized:

Rocky is a good cook .

We are planning to have a picnic .

Most English sentences follow one of five basic patterns (F A& &): O
subject/verb (S V), @ subject/verb/subject complement (S V SC), @ subject/
verb/direct object (S V DO), @ subject/verb/indirect object/direct object (S V
10 DO), ® subject/verb/direct object/object complement (S V DO OC). For

example:

1. S \Y
David cried.

2.S vV SC
David looks tired.

3.S \ DO
David loves his mother.

4. S vV 10 DO
David gave me the book.

5.8 \Y DO OC

David makes his mother angry.
Sentences stripped (#] &) to their basic patterns give us only a minimum
(& V&) of information, but they provide the skeleton (% F) for more fully
developed sentences. We use two kinds of material to build up sentences. First,
attributive or adverbial modifiers develop or narrow the meaning of the basic
sentence elements. A modifier may be a single word, a phrase, or a clause:
Basic: The woman stood.
Expanded: The short, wrinkled old woman who was wearing a jacket
stood behind the counter reading a fishing magazine.
Second, we develop basic sentences by compounding—using more than one
of the basic sentence elements or a set of similar modifiers (modification and

compounding are usually combined in building a sentence). Notice thc three
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compound nouns of the direct object in the following example:
Basic: He enjoyed dances.
Expanded: He enjoyed dances, parties, and concerts.

1.2 Classify the Sentence

Sentences can be classified in several different ways: grammatically, func-
tionally (#2h4E), or rhetorically (#&45# F %). Grammatical classification
groups sentences according to how many and what types of independent state-
ments they contain. Functional classification groups them according to whether
they make a statement, ask a question, give a command, or express an exclama-
tion. Rhetorical classification groups them according to where in the sentence the
main idea is located. Understanding these methods of classification can help you

analyze and evaluate your sentences as you write and revise (##0).

Classifying sentences grammatically

Grammatically, sentences fall into one of the following types: simple sen-

tences , compound sentences , complex sentences, and compound-complex sentences .

1. Simple senfences

A simple sentence( & % 4] ) has a single subject-verb combination (84").
Students studied hard.
The lake has been polluted by several neighboring streams.

A simple sentence may have more than one subject or more than one verb:
Father and mother love each other.
The children smiled and waved at us.

Most simple sentences are rather short and easy to understand. They can add

force to your writing, but, if overused, can also make your writing sound child-
ish and may waste words.
The audience was young and friendly. It was responsive (B2 M
B89). it cheered for each speaker.
Combined into a single simple sentence, the information is easier to follow

and more interesting to read:

The young, friendly, responsive audience cheered for each speaker.
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2. Compound sentences

A compound sentence( 4] 4] ) is made up of two or more simple sentences.
The complete statements in a compound sentence are usually connected by a com-
ma (i€%) plus a coordinating conjunction (and, but, for, or, nor, so, yet),
by a comma plus a correlative conjunction (either . . . or, neither. .. nor, not on-
ly...but also), or by a semicolon (%% ).

A compound sentence is used when you want to give equal weight to two
closely related ideas. The technique of showing that ideas have equal importance
is called coordination (51X %).

Here are some examples of compound sentences. Each sentence contains two
ideas that the writer considers equal in importance.

The rain stopped, so we continue our jourmney.
Either George was lying or | was going crazy.
John can’t go to sleep; he is too excited.

3. Complex sentences

A complex sentence( £ 447 ) is made up of one simple sentence (a complete
statement) and at least one statement that begins with a dependent word (M /& %
#]). The two parts of a complex sentence are sometimes called the independent
clause ( 4] ) and the dependent clause (AA8]). An independent clause expresses a
complete thought and can stand alone. A dependent clause does not express a com-
plete thought in itself and “depends on” the independent clause to complete its
meaning. Dependent clauses always begin with a dependent or subordinating
word. For example, the italicized parts in the following sentences are dependent
clauses:

Many people believe that anyone can eam a living.
He left before | arrived.
Those who do not like to get dirty should not go camping.

A complex sentence is used when you want to emphasize (%) one idea
over another in a sentence. The emphasized idea is expressed as a complete
thought, and the less important idea is subordinated to the complete thought.
The technique of giving one idea less emphasis than another is called subordination
(B X %&). Look at the following complex sentences:

While | watered the grass, | talked with Liz.
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| watered the grass while | talked with Liz.
The first sentence emphasizes the talk with Liz, the second watering the grass.
Furthermore, complex sentences signal how ideas relate. Note the various
relationships in the following sentences:
Tom is taller than . [Extent]
While | wash my clothes , | listen to the radio. [Time]
Since many students were absent , we decided to put off the meeting.
[Reason]
Notice that when a dependent clause comes before the independent clause, as

in the last two examples above, it is usually set off with a comma.

4. Compound-complex senfences

A compound-complex sentence ( 3 5] £ 4~4] ) is made up of two or more
simple sentences and one or more dependent clauses. Here are two examples with
the dependent clauses italicized and the independent clauses underlined:

When father returned home , Mary was preparing dinner, and Jane was
lying in bed.

If you are to communicate properly, your thoughts must be clear and
correct ; thoughts are wasted when language is muddled (f552&L).
Compound-complex sentences allow writers to present more intricate ( 5 %

#)) relationships than do other kinds of sentence. In the following example,
three sentences—one compound and two simple—have been rewritten as a com-
pound-complex sentence. Notice how subordination improves the compactness
(% #&H) and smoothness (AL ¥H£) of the final version.
Original: Mary hated to be seen in ugly clothing, but she wore an ugly
dress with red dots. She had received the dress as a Christ-
mas present. Her Aunt Bess had given it to her.

Revised: Although Mary hated to be seen in ugly clothing, she wore an

ugly red-dot dress that her Aunt Bess had given her for Christ-
mas.

The second version condenses (&%) thirty-five words to twenty-six.

Classifying sentences functionally

According to different communicative functions, sentences may be divided



Unit 1 Sentence Fundamentals

into four major syntactic ( ] & #) classes: statements (M 4] ), questions,
commands (% 4~4] ) and exclamations. They are also called declarative, inter-
rogative, imperative and exclamatory sentences respectively (%~ #1). Of these

four classes, the statement is by far the most important, and the exclamation the
least important.

1. Statements

Statements are sentences in which the subject is always present and generally
appears before the verb. They are mainly used to convey information:

John is afraid of closed places.

2. Questions

Questions are sentences marked by one or more of these three criteria:
(1) The placing of auxiliaries in front of the subject [ Yes-no type]:
Do the students study hard?
, (2) The initial positioning of an interrogative or wh-element [ Wh-type] :
. What are you doing?
(3) Rising “question” intonation [ Declarative type]:
You understand me? ,
Questions are primarily used to express lack of information on a specific

point, and (usually) to request the listener to supply this information verbally.

3. Commands

Commands arc sentences which normally have no overt (3 247) grammati-

cal subject, and whose verb is in the imperative mood (#%.). They are used to
instruct somebody to do something:

Give him the book.

4. Exclamations

Exclamations, sentences introduced by what or how without inversion of
subject and operator (2 83 ), are used primarily for expressing the speaker’s
strong feelings and emotions:

What lovely weather !
How | hate that woman!



