Sentence Structure 

 

All sentences have a structure. Structure means the shape of the sentence. A simple sentence structure often looks like this:

 

The dog (subject)  ate (verb)  the ping-pong ball. (object)

 

That’s a simple sentence. No problem. Simple structure.

 

But any group of words which begins with a capital letter and ends with a full stop is a sort of sentence – only it may not be a grammatical sentence (subject + verb). It could be a fragment or a command e.g.

 

Drifting. Dreaming. Thinking of petticoats.

Or

Stop! Wait! Bollocks!

 

Short sentences add emphasis and sometimes they add pace. Short sentences move fast.

 

However, you can make simple sentences instantly complex by joining them together with conjunctions like ‘and’ and ‘but’ and ‘although’ etc. For example:

 

The dog ate the orange ping-pong ball which had previously been painted with Tipp-X and infected with a lethal dose of paralysing poison and hurled at an unfortunate English teacher who was feeling depressed that day anyway because her lover (a motor mechanic) had left her for a lap-dancer.

 

If you were asked to comment on the sentence structure of the previous example, you would say it’s very complicated, with one clause piled on top of another without commas. The effect is comical – it builds a ridiculous picture in your mind.

 

Other ways of structuring sentences – by using punctuation

 

A colon can be used to introduce an expansion or explanation of a previous point. Like this:

 

Jason was overwhelmed: nobody had every paid him such an extravagant compliment before.

 

A semi-colon is used in different ways. It can connect two statements which are either similar of contrasting. Like this:

 

Adam was in June’s good books; Alan, unfortunately, was not.

Karen was not in the class all that often; Iain was never there at all.

 

Or a semi-colon can be used to divide complex clauses in a long sentence – to make it easier to read. The separate clauses may often take the form of a list, building to a climax. Like this:

 

She had bought wonderful, fresh oranges from Morocco; green and beautiful mangos from the West Coast of Uruguay; the ripest and most fragrant green grapes from Southern Iberia; and she had forgotten to get the cream!
 

Commas are used

to create pauses

to separate items on a list

to insert information in parenthesis (also dashes and brackets do this)

A listing technique, using commas, is often used to pile up detail, leading either to climax or anti-climax – like this:

There was ice-cream, jelly, chocolate biscuits, meringues, fairy cakes, marshmallows and – finally - the birthday cake.

 

Exclamation marks

add dramatic emphasis

 

Question marks

Look out for rhetorical questions. They are used for dramatic effect. They don’t expect answers – e.g. “What do you think I am – stupid?”

Look for questions addressed directly to the reader (to draw them in) e.g. “Are you wondering what I’m getting at here? I’ll tell you.”

Look for questions which help structure the line of thought by leading into the answer e.g. “Are there any explanations for this? There may be. Some scientists have suggested that….”

 

Dashes

[Don’t confuse dashes with hyphens which are used for compound words like ‘full-time’ and ‘no-hoper’.]

Dashes 

create dramatic pauses when used singly

can be used to insert extra information into the main flow of the sentence – which is called parenthesis e.g. “She wasn’t entirely sure – she had never been entirely sure – whether he really meant what he said.”

can be used to indicate interruption in direct speech e.g. “I was going –” she began.

 

Brackets

Are used to add extra information without interrupting the sentence flow. The extra information can change the tone. It could be a sarcastic comment for example. Or a questions. Or it could just add extra detail. Comments inside brackets are called ‘in parenthesis’ because they are inserted inside the main flow of the sentence.

  

Exercise

 

Read the paragraphs below. Each is attached to question about sentence structure. Try answering the questions.

 

Dozy. That’s what his teacher had called him. Dozy. He’d always been like that. Dreaming in class. Off in a world of his own. Unreliable. Vague. He was sick of all the labels they attached to him – they had really absolutely no idea what was going on in his head. 

 

Question: How does the sentence structure here help distinguish the teacher’s opinion from the narrator’s?

 

The boat was carrying an incredible cargo – so incredible that George’s mouth dropped open. He couldn’t believe it.

 

Question: How does the sentence structure emphasise George’s emotional reaction?

 

Jemima was the name of one of Beatrix Potter’s characters – yes – that was right. But what was the name of the Squirrel? She had a feeling it was something to do with nuts; it was right on the edge of her tongue. Wait a moment. Wait-  Yes! That was it. Squirrel Nutkin.
 

Question: Show how the sentence structure is used to reflect the narrator’s thoughts.

 

George was on his way to the golf-course (he went there every week at exactly this time) when the tractor hit him. 

 

Question: Show how the sentence structure contributes to the formal tone.

 

My mother, grabbing one twin in each hand and with a face the colour of a ripe tomato, opened her mouth and began a tirade the like of which we had never heard before – never in a month of Sundays.

 

Question: Show how sentence structure contributes to the dramatic effect of the scene.

 

It was our first meeting. I went out wearing a short skirt, a skimpy blouse, a great deal of scarlet lipstick and the longest false eyelashes available in Boots. What effect did all this have on him? Absolutely none. I might as well have been dressed in a boiler suit and wellingtons.

 

Question: Comment on the way sentence structure helps convey the narrator’s sense of disappointment.

 

 

 

 

 

