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How to write a good sentence.

Writing a good sentence.

The English sentence has a fairly rigid structure, that is there are rules about how it is formed, which is actually quite useful to writers.  Some researchers have used the idea of ‘slots’ which can be filled in a variety of ways.

For example, every sentence must have a subject and a verb slot
Fill in the missing verb predicates on the table.

	Subject
	Verb predicate

	Computer technology
	evolves.

	The temperature 
	rises.

	Napoleon Bonaparte
	

	Happiness
	

	Writing
	

	Vegetable soup
	

	They
	

	Prawns, crabs and lobsters
	


The subject is very often a noun phrase rather than a single word.

The subject has to agree with the verb ;ie singular or plural.

One way to check this is to substitute a pronoun for the subject and then check to see if it agrees with the verb.

The simplest basic sentence in English is someone (subject) doing (verb) something. (object).

	Subject
	Verb predicate
	object

	Students 
	review 
	class materials.
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To that basic structure you can add more information.

	Subject
	Prepositional phrases that describe the subject
	Verb predicate
	object
	An adverb or prepositional phrase

	Interaction
	among people from different organisations
	develops
	cooperation
	among those organisations.

	Talent, training and effort
	affect 
	placement 
	of the individual
	in professional organisations.

	
	
	
	
	


And you can assemble the parts differently too.

	Adverb or prepositional phrase
	subject
	Verb predicate
	object
	An adverb or prepositional phrase

	Every day
	students
	review
	class materials
	thoroughly.

	
	
	
	
	


When you are forming the basic noun phrase which comprises your subject there are rules about the word order too, which should help you to avoid mistakes.

The basic noun phrase:

	Article or possessive pronoun
	Quantifiers
	Adverbs to describe adjectives
	Adjectives
	Main noun

	The 
	ten
	most 
	important 
	books

	Their 
	two
	
	best
	marks

	Mary’s
	three
	very
	good
	scores

	A
	
	highly 
	qualified 
	teacher
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	Subject
	Prepositional phrase
	verb
	object
	Prepositional phrase 

	The ten most important books
	in Western civilization
	have been identified
	
	by an academic in the US.

	Their two best marks
	for the semester
	were counted 
	
	towards a scholarship.

	A highly qualified teacher
	
	taught
	our class
	in year 10.


The verb phrase

It is the verb which determines the sentence pattern and its optional and required slots.  Be verbs are very common in academic writing and are very often followed by prepositional phrases;

We are in the lab…

They were at the start…

Be verbs are often with adjectives too:

A good book is a pleasure.

The student is very intelligent.

A war is dangerous.

The verb become, which is the most common linking verb, is followed by nouns and adjectives but not adverbs:

It is becoming clear that…

The study becomes harder in third year….

Other common verbs like seem/appear, get, prove, remain, sound, smell, turn, occur with adjectives or prepositions (like);

He seemed like a nice man.

It remained cold and windy.

That proved to be correct.

Intransitive verbs do not require an object.

He remained asleep.

He looked carefully.

She gave up.

Transitive verbs require a direct object.  The majority of verbs fall into this category.

John reads a novel.

This book is a novel.

His memoirs became a novel.

Subject and verb agreement.

In simple sentences this is a straightforward matter.

However, as sentences become more complex, it is easy to get confused.

Consider this sentence:

Current developments in technology and broadcasting are at a crossroads comparable to the early development of television.

Eg. Current developments….. are at a crossroads comparable to the early development of television.

The subject here is plural as is the verb.  But the prepositional phrase can distract people.  The best thing to do is to identify the prepositional phrase and then ignore it for the purposes of deciding on the verb subject agreement.

The most common prepositions are: of , in, for, on, to, with, about, at, between, by, from, like

Another example:

Some improvement in employees’ working conditions came about after union intervention.

Some improvement … came about after union intervention.

Another way to identify the subject is to convert the sentence into a yes/no question with the verb at the beginning.

Are current developments at a crossroads comparable to the early development of television?

Compound sentences

These are two or more simple sentences joined by conjunctions like and,or, yet, but.

Semicolons can also conjoin fairly short sentences.

They can also be used with however, thus , therefore.

Egs:  Books are sold here; software and magazines are next door.

         He won the battle; however, he had lost so many men that it was almost a defeat.

**********************************************************

(Source:  Hinkel, Eli.  2004.  Teaching Academic ESL Writing. Lawrence Erblaum Associates.  New Jersey)
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