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WRITING SENTENCES PROPERLY

by Simon Moss


	Introduction




	Consider the following list of sentences.  

· Turkey contains high levels of tryptophan, a precursor of serotonin, so turkey may increase serotonin, which is also increased by antidepressants, and thus turkey might diminish depression
· The surveys were distributed to participants
· The participant was tall.  The participant left.  
· The researchers stopped collecting data after 5.00 pm
· I like chicken.  Whereas my brother prefers to speak to humans

	Besides one exception, all these bullet points illustrate flawed sentences.  Can you identify the bullet point in which the sentences are correct?  The answer is the third bullet point.  This document presents information on how to prevent these flaws and to write sentences more effectively.


	Short sentences



	Consider the first bullet point in the previous section.  This sentence is obviously cumbersome.  Yet, many candidates write long, convoluted sentences that are hard to understand. If your writing is very proficient, you should write a mixture of short sentences and long sentences.  But if your writing is not especially proficient, you should mainly write shorter sentences because

· [bookmark: _GoBack]When candidates write longer sentences, they sometimes attempt to cram many arguments into a few lines.  The arguments, therefore, do not evolve carefully or gradually.  Consequently, these arguments are often flawed rather than tight
· When candidates write longer sentences, the grammar is more likely to be incorrect.  Short sentences prevent many grammatical problems. 

	The next box illustrates how several shorter sentences can be used to present an argument more carefully.


	Turkey contains high levels of tryptophan—a precursor of serotonin.  When individuals consume turkey, levels of tryptophan in their blood increase.  This increase boosts the concentration of serotonin in the brain.  Because antidepressants also increase levels of serotonin in the brain, researchers assume that serotonin may improve mood.  Therefore, the consumption of turkey, and the ensuing concentration of serotonin in the brain, may also improve mood. 





	Subjects verbs objects




	To write appropriate sentences—in which the length and grammar are suitable—you need to learn several guidelines. If you understand the notion of a subject, verb, and object, these guidelines are easy to learn and follow.  
	In English, most sentences comprise a subject, verb, and object—often in this order .  In essence, the subject initiates some action, the verb is the action, and the object is usually the target of this action.  But these definitions are not entirely helpful.  Instead, read the following examples to distinguish the subject, verb, and object. 


	Sentence
	Subject
	Verb
	Object

	Researchers conducted two studies
	Researchers
	Conducted
	Two studies

	We recruited 20 participants
	We
	Recruited 
	20 participants

	Participants completed a survey
	Participants
	Completed 
	A survey

	We subjected the data to a t-test
	We
	Subjected to a t-test
	The data



	
	For some sentences, the verb is the state of being—such as am, are, is, was, and were.  In these instances, the verb may not be as apparent.  The follow examples illustrate this verb.  

 
	Sentence
	Subject
	Verb – to be
	Object

	The participants were 15 women
	The participants
	were
	15 women

	ANOVAs are a statistical test
	ANOVAs
	are
	a statistical test

	Ethnography is a qualitative approach
	Ethnography
	is
	a qualitative approach



	In some sentences, however, the subject, verb, or object is only implied rather than explicit.  For example, in the sentence “The man left”, the object is implied.  That is, the man could have left his house, the party, and so forth.  


	Clarifying sentences: Active voice



	So, how is this knowledge about subjects, verbs, and objects helpful?  Why did you need to learn that subjects, verbs, and objects are sometimes implied?  First, this knowledge can help you write active sentences rather than passive sentences.  To help you distinguish active sentences and passive sentences, consider the following examples.     


	Active sentences
	Passive alternatives

	Researchers conducted two studies

	· Two studies were conducted
· Two studies were conducted by researchers

	We recruited 20 participants
	· Twenty participants were recruited
· Twenty participants were recruited by the researchers

	Participants completed a survey
	· The surveys were completed
· The surveys were completed by participants

	We subjected the data to a t-test
	· The data were subjected to a t-test
· The data were subjected to a t-test by the researchers

	Researcher have shown that carrots improve IQ
	· It has been shown that carrots improve IQ



	As you skim these examples, you might uncover several insights about active sentences and passive sentences.  For example

· In active sentences, the subject precedes the object.  For example, in the sentence “The researchers conducted two studies”, the subject—the researchers—precedes the object—the two studies 
· In some passive sentences, the subject is implied and thus ambiguous.  For example, in the sentence “Two studies were conducted”, the subject—the researchers—is not specified explicitly. The sentence is thus hazy.  
· In other passive sentences, the object precedes the subject.  For example, in the sentence “Two studies were conducted by researchers”, the object—the two studies—precedes the subject—the researchers. 
· Some words indicate the sentence might be passive, such as were, by, and it.  
 
	This distinction between active sentences and passive sentences is subtle. But, in practice, after you read several examples of active sentences and passive sentences, the distinction becomes intuitive.  You can feel that some sentences seen active or direct and other sentences seem passive or indirect.  
	So why should you distinguish active sentences from passive sentences.  The reason is that, in general, you should write active sentences.  When you write active sentences, your work is easier to understand. When you write passive sentences, your writing is often vague—especially if the subject is implied rather than explicit.  


	Conditional sentences



	Not all sentences can be as simple as “Participants completed a survey” or “We subjected the data to a t-test”.  Instead, you often need to specify when, where, or why a sentence is true—as the following examples show.   

	Sentences 
	When, where, or why a sentence is true—called conditional clauses

	When
	

	Before they left, participants completed a survey
	Before they left

	After they read a set of instructions, participants completed a survey
	After they read a set of instructions

	While immersed in water, participants completed a survey
	While immersed in water

	During the night, participants completed a survey
	During the night

	If they were willing to assist, participants completed a survey
	If they were willing to assist

	When they were ready, participants completed a survey
	When they were ready

	Where
	

	In the laboratory, participants completed a survey
	In the laboratory

	While surrounded by trees, participants completed a survey
	While surrounded by trees

	Why
	

	To evaluate their opinions, participants completed a survey
	To evaluate their opinions



	The phrase that specifies when, where, or why a sentence is true is sometimes called the conditional clause: These words specify the conditions under which the sentence is true.  Conditional clauses often begin with words like after, before, during, while, if, when, in, at, and to.  
	One helpful recommendation is to write these phrases towards the beginning of sentences.  For example, you should usually write “Before they left, participants completed a survey” rather than “Participants completed a survey before they left”.  When the conditional clause appears at the start, the sentences are typically easier to understand.  


	Lengthening sentences



	If your writing is not advanced, you should primarily write short sentences—sentences that specify only the subject, verb, object and, sometimes, a conditional clause.  As your writing becomes more advanced, you can gradually lengthen your sentences.  You can apply two approaches to lengthen your sentences. 
	First, you can include more details about the subject, verb, and object.  The following example shows how gradually including more details about the subject, verb, and object can lengthen the sentence.  


	Sentence
	Additional details

	Participants completed a survey
	No additional details

	The male participants, who were all older than 20, completed a survey
	Added details about the subject--participants

	The male participants, who were all older than 20, completed a survey comprising 50 questions
	Added details about the object—a survey

	The male participants, who were all older than 20, completed a survey comprising 50 questions as rapidly as possible
	Added details about the verb—completed




	As this example shows, the sentence still revolves around one subject, verb, and object.  However, after the subject, verb, and object are described in more detail, the sentence becomes longer. 
	Most sentences should revolve around only one subject, verb, and object.  However, after your writing becomes proficient, you might be able to connect two or more sets of subjects, verbs, and objects.  To illustrate, suppose your work included the following two sentences: “Male participants completed a survey.  Furthermore, female participants watched a video”.  To show these two sentences are related to each other, you could combine these sentences into one: “Male participants completed a survey, and female participants watched a video”. 


	Incomplete sentences



	In summary, as this document indicates, you should generally

· write short sentences, rather than long sentences, unless your writing is proficient
· write active sentences, in which the subject is explicit precedes the object
· write the conditional clause, in which you specify when, where, or why some proposition is true, at the start of a sentence

	These guidelines, although likely to improve the clarity of your writing, are not essential.  But one guideline is essential: Sentences need to be complete.  To illustrate, consider the following table.  The left column presents incomplete sentences.  The right column presents the complete alternatives.   
	
	Incomplete sentence – in bold
	Complete alternatives

	Children like cordial.  Whereas adults like wine.
	Children like cordial, whereas adults like wine

	People like wine.  Although children like cordial.
	People like wine, although children like cordial

	Writers should use commas in three situations.  First, to separate items.  Second, to designate phrases that could be omitted or shifted.  Third, to separate independent clauses.  
	Writers should use commas in three situations: to separate items, to designate phrases that could be omitted or shifted, and to separate independent clauses.  

	
	Writers should use commas in three situations.  First, commas separate items.  Second, commas designate phrases that could be omitted or shifted.  Third, commas separate independent clauses.  



	Read the bold words in this table.  When you read these bold words, you will probably realize these sentences feel incomplete.  These sentences are flawed. 
	These sentences are incomplete for a couple of reasons.  First, the words “whereas” and “although” imply the writer wants to compare two objects or concepts, such as children and adults, within the one sentence.  But the sentences “Whereas adults like wine” and “Although children like cordial” do not compare adults and children in the same sentence.  These sentences, therefore, are not grammatical.
	Second, sentences must include a subject, verb, or object, either explicitly or implicitly.  The sentence “First, to separate items” does not include a subject.  In contrast, the sentence “Commas separate items” does include a subject: commas
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