Sentences


A sentence must contain a main clause (also called an independent clause).  A main clause is a group of words which contains a verb and makes sense on its own. 

Eg. 
He walked to the end of the road.



I shivered.

Sentences may be categorised as simple, compound, or complex.

Simple sentences

A sentence which contains only one main clause is known as a simple sentence.  Simple sentences are often short and simple (eg. The boy ran fast) but not always:

Eg.  
The boy wearing the black and white padded jacket ran quickly down the road at lunchtime.

Compound sentences

A compound sentence consists of two main clauses joined together by a co-ordinating conjunction.  Co-ordinating conjunctions are words which join two parts of a sentence together so that neither part is more important than the other  eg. and, but, or, nor, either, neither.

Eg.
I shivered and turned my collar up.


We must hurry or we’ll be late.

Complex sentences

A complex sentence consists of a main clause plus one or more subordinate clauses (also called dependent clauses).  A subordinate clause cannot stand on its own and may come before or after the main clause.

Eg.
I lent her my savings (MC) because she was short of money.(SC)


When the weather improves (SC) we are going on holiday.(MC)

You can recognise subordinate clauses by looking for the subordinating conjunctions which introduce them.  Subordinating conjunctions are words which join two parts of a sentence so that one part is less important than the other. Eg. although, because, if, when, until, unless, after, before, as, in order that, while.

Minor sentences

Minor sentences are those which, strictly speaking, are not sentences at all.  They may lack a subject or a main verb but nevertheless we understand what is meant.

Eg.
Wish you were here.

No parking.
Exercise 1

Identify the main and subordinate clauses in the following and say whether the sentences are simple, compound, complex or minor.

1. The cat slept.

2. The cat slept and the children played.

3. The cat slept while the children played.

4. The signalman stopped the train because a heavy snowfall had blocked the line.

5. Miles and miles of golden sands.

6. The tortoiseshell cat lying in her basket with her three kittens had slept peacefully since lunchtime.

7. John played the piano but Sonal read her book.

8. Cheers!

Functions of sentences

Sentences can also be categorised according to their function.  There are four types of sentence:

1. Statements (also called declaratives)

Eg. I love English Language lessons.

2. Questions (also called interrogatives)

Eg. Do you love English Language?  It’s great, isn’t it?

3. Commands (also called imperatives)

Eg. Revise well for your exams.

4. Exclamations
Eg. Good luck!

Exercise 1

Categorise the following sentences into the four types above.  Why are 5-8 more difficult to classify than 1-4?

1. It’s life, Jim, but not as we know it.

2. I don’t believe it!

3. What’s wrong with the computer?

4. Sit down and be quiet.

5. Would you like to show me your essay?

6. I need to collect your coursework now.

7. What time do you call this?

8. Let me have a look.

Analysing sentences

The parts of sentences can be analysed according to their function as subject, verb, object or complement, and adverbial.

The subject performs the action of the verb:


Eg.  The car raced around the track.

The object tells you who or what has received the action of the verb:


Eg.  I saw the dentist.

Instead of an object, verbs may take a complement.  A complement adds more information about the subject and usually follows the verbs to be or to become:


Eg. Her clothes are fashionable.

Adverbials add more information about the action of the verb.  They generally come at the end of a sentence:


Eg.  Lucy slept soundly.

Exercise 1

Label the parts of these sentences S (subject), V (verb), O (object), C (complement) and A (adverbial).

1. Joe hates bananas.

2. Our team beat the league champions last week.

3. The blast destroyed a house, a car and a telephone box.

4. The new teacher looks strict.

5. They were speaking quietly.

Actives and Passives

Verbs can be used actively and passively for different effects.  The active voice of the verb will have a recognisable subject which performs the action of the verb.  The subject can also be called the agent of the verb.


Eg. 
The cat (S) ate (V) the mouse (O).

The active voice makes it clear who or what is performing the action of the verb.

The passive voice changes the object to the subject and places it at the beginning of the sentence.


Eg.
The mouse (S) was eaten (V) by the cat (A).

The cat is still the agent but now it is at the end of the sentence, making it sound less important.  The agent can even be left out altogether when using the passive voice so that the emphasis is on the action performed rather than who carried it out.


Eg.
I broke your best china. (active)



Your best china has been broken. (passive)

Exercise 1

Change the following to the passive voice and discuss the effects:

1. The government has cut funding to the National Health Service.

2. The college asks students to provide their own text books and file paper.

3. Mr Brown withdrew the student from the examination.

4. The Principal expelled the student from the college.

5. The jealous husband killed his wife.
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