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  © Rachael on the go 
            10 minute writing tip 

 

Lesson 3B. Expression—sentences (introduction) 

A sentence is usually a collection of words that include a verb (see lesson 2B): 

I am ready. 
He sat quietly while he waited. 

The red words are the verbs. But a sentence can also be just the verb: 

Go.  Run.  Start. 

And it can even be a one word exclamation or question, with no verb: 

No!  Oh!  Wow! 

Really?  How?  Why? 

How to build a sentence 
Construct a sentence by starting with a subject (the performer of the action), 
then adding a verb (the action) and an object (what is being acted upon): 

The consultancy audited the business. 
Staff prepare a report every year. 

Above, the green words are the subjects, the red words are verbs, and the 
yellow words are the objects. They are easy to identify in these examples, but 
they can be much harder to find in a longer, more complicated sentence 
(particularly when they involve more than one word): 

Although the bank absorbed most of the reserve bank’s interest rate 
increase, we need to pass on the rest to our clients. 

In the above example, the sentence has two clauses (see lesson 3D)—that is, 
the two statements separated by the comma. So, we can expect to find two 
subjects, two verb constructions and two objects (as shown by the coloured 
highlights).  
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The difficulty of finding the parts of a sentence is increased if the sentence is 
written in passive voice (see lesson 2B), which means the subject appears after 
the verb or not at all. 

The program was cancelled by the government / when it appeared to fail 
to achieve its objectives. 

In this example, I’ve marked the break in the two clauses with a solidus (/). The 
sentence’s first clause uses passive voice, so the subject and object are 
swapped in order. The second clause uses active voice, so the subject appears 
in its usual spot at the start. 

Editing sentences 
So, why do you need to be able to find the parts of a sentence? Most of us 
don’t write clear, simple sentences at our first go; we need to edit and refine 
our writing. We may even need to edit someone else’s writing. That means we 
need to know how to fix a wordy, poorly structured sentence. And that often 
means rewriting passive voice as active voice (with the subject upfront), and 
reordering the phrases (see lesson 3C) and clauses (see lesson 3D): 

Forecasts of operating and maintenance expenditure are included in the 
forecast revenue requirement as a separate component. 

becomes 

The forecast revenue requirement includes a separate forecast of the 
operating and maintenance expenditure. 

He was advised to lift bulky items such as bookshelves and couches with 
bent legs. 

becomes 

His boss advised him to bend his legs when lifting bulky items such as 
bookshelves and couches. 

The revision of the last example has two important improvements. First, it 
includes a subject (the boss), so the reader has more information about the 
situation. Second, it shows the value of reordering phrases. Of course couches 
can have bent legs, but that’s not the point! We have to always check our 
readers understand the point we mean, rather than an entirely different one. 
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