Writing Effective Sentences

Coordination and Subordination

We often combine sentences using "all-purpose" conjunctions such as and or so. However, this practice often leads to ambiguity. Consider the following sentence.

Deckard has new empathy for machines, and decides to keep the frog.

The meaning of this sentence is not clear. The sentence could have two somewhat different meanings:

Because Deckard has new empathy for machines, he decides to keep the frog.

Deckard has new empathy for the machines, because he decides to keep the frog.

The first example sentence links two ideas with and, a coordinating conjunction. The second example sentences link two ideas with because, a subordinating conjunction. These examples show two ways of combining ideas in a sentence: a coordinating conjunction gives the ideas equal emphasis, and a subordinating conjunction emphasizes one idea more than another.

Coordination Relates "Equal" Ideas

Coordination gives equal emphasis to different ideas in a sentence. Coordinating conjunctions (and, but, for, nor, or, so, and yet) or a semicolon. (The semicolon is often used with a conjunctive adverb such as therefore, moreover, or however.)

Bernard brought John back to the World State and exhibited him like a circus freak.

John sought to live free of the World State, but could not escape from the intrusive interest of others.

Deckard is not an android; however, he is not fully human either.

Subordination Emphasizes "Main" Ideas

Subordination allows you to distinguish between more important and less important information, or to bring in supporting detail. Subordination also establishes logical relationships amongst ideas. 

Of course, the writer decides which ideas in a sentence are more important and which are less important, and what the logical relationship is between ideas. The choice made by the writer can produce varying effects as shown in the following examples (the part of the sentence receiving less emphasis is shown in italics):

The future imagined by Wilde was one free of manual labor, which would leave humans free to create.

The future imagined by Wilde, one that was free of manual labor, would leave humans free to create.

Of the two sentences above, the second one probably comes closer to conveying the relationship between less and more important ideas. The parts in italics are called subordinate (or dependent) clauses, and are easily identified by the fact that unlike an independent clause, they cannot stand alone as a sentence. Subordinate clauses contain "subordinate" or less important information and typically begin with one of the following subordinating conjunctions or relative pronouns:

	after
	if
	though
	while

	although
	in order that
	unless
	who

	as
	once
	until
	whom

	as if
	since
	when
	whose

	because
	so that
	where
	

	before
	than
	whether
	

	even though
	that
	which
	


Eliminating Choppy Style

Because short sentences command the reader's attention, they should be used occasionally and only for emphasis. Many short sentences together give a starting and stopping rhythm to the prose, what some call a "choppy" style. Subordination and coordination is the key to eliminating choppy style.

Sentences can often be combined using coordinating conjunctions. If the idea expressed by the sentence is not important enough to deserve its own sentence, then try to combine it with the preceding or following sentence. If the idea expressed is minor, put it into a subordinate clause.

	choppy
	The image of the clock is the first image of the film. It fills the screen. The time clock is also prominent. It is another version of a clock. The workers' time is carefully recorded. The speed of the assembly line is related to the time of day. Everything stops when the factory whistle blows.

	improved
	The first image of the film is a clock, which fills the entire screen. Another version of the clock is the time clock, which is prominent later, and is used to record carefully the workers' time. Even the speed of the assembly line is related to the time of day, everything stopping no matter what when the factory whistle blows.


Choosing between Coordination and Subordination

As the above examples show, coordination and subordination produce very different results, and yet inexperienced writers often have difficulty deciding which is appropriate. Keep in mind these important points when choosing between coordination and subordination:

· Are the ideas to be connected equally important? If so, use coordination.

· Is one idea less important than the other? If so, use subordination.

· Can a coordinating conjunction (and, or, but) clearly signal the relation between the ideas? If so, use it. If not, use subordination.

Below are some examples of improved sentences through the use of coordination and subordination.

	Before
	After

	John Isidore is known as a special, and he is the most empathic character in the novel.
	John Isidore, a special, is the most empathic character in the novel.

The less important idea has become an appositive phrase.

	The Little Tramp tries to tighten all the bolts, and ends up being swallowed by the machine.
	When the Little Tramp tries desperately to tighten all the bolts, he ends up being swallowed by the machine.

The less important idea has become a subordinate clause beginning with When.

	Roy Batty drove a nail through his palm, and he continued his pursuit of Deckard onto the rooftop, but he had very little time left to live.
	After driving a nail through his palm, Roy Batty continued his pursuit of Deckard onto the rooftop, but he had very little time left to live.

The less important idea has been changed into a gerund phrase beginning with the subordinator After.

	Postman claims that artificial intelligence, which is the ability of a machine to think like a human, is a frightening prospect, that will lead to a future where machines might rule over humans.
	Postman claims that artificial intelligence, which is the ability of a machine to think like a human, is a frightening prospect. It will lead to a future where machines might rule over humans.

Excessive subordination was eliminated by breaking up a long sentence into two shorter ones.


Parallelism

"In matters of principle, stand like a rock; in matters of taste, swim with the current"

—Thomas Jefferson—

Often times we present two or more ideas as parallel to one another. By parallel we mean that the ideas are equal in some way, such as in emphasis, in use, or in fact. Parallelism is most common in lists, such as those denoting sequences of related activities:

In the morning he gets dressed, eats breakfast, brushes his teeth, and then kisses his mother goodbye.

She has learned to stand tall, hold her head steady, establish a rhythm with the dribble, and steady herself before shooting.

When ideas exist in a parallel structure, but are expressed in unparallel syntactical structures, the result is an awkward sentence:

In the morning he gets dressed, breakfast is then served, brushes his teeth, and kisses his mother goodbye.

She has learned to stand tall, holding her head steady and establishing a rhythm with the dribble, all of which goes toward steadying herself before shooting.

Parallel Structure Expresses Parallel Ideas

Simple parallel structure joins ideas of equal importance. However, that relationship is not always the and relationship shown in the examples above. Coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or, so, and yet) and correlative conjunctions (either . . . or, both . . . and, neither . . . nor, not . . . but, not only . . . but also, just as . . . so, and whether . . . or) can be used to express more complex relationships between ideas. In other words, parallel does not mean that the ideas are the same, but rather that they are equal in importance. (This last sentence uses the correlative conjunction not . . . but to create a parallel structure.) To create sentences using parallel structure, the parts of the sentence that express the ideas must share the same syntactical structure.

Coordinating Conjunctions (and, but, or, so, and yet)

Here are some examples of parallel structures using coordinating conjunctions.

John's act reveals the paradox of a utopia built on slavery and maintained by a police force.

Chaplin's worldview is the product of cynicism and sentimentality, or the victim of  both.

For Wilde, utopia is the motive force of progress, but utopia is also an unrealizable ideal.

Lenina fails to understand Bernard's question, and so fails to answer it in a meaningful way.

To the Little Tramp jail is a sanctuary, yet for everyone else jail is a prison.

Correlative Conjunctions (either . . . or, both . . . and, neither . . . nor, not . . . but, not only . . . but also, just as . . . so, and whether . . . or)

Here are some examples of parallel structures using correlative conjunctions.

When the Little Tramp sings his nonsense song, either the audience applauds because they find his mannerisms funny or they applaud because they don't want to appear ignorant.

Note how you can eliminate repetition when using parallel structure. "When the Little Tramp sings his nonsense song, either the audience applauds because they find his mannerisms funny or because they don't want to appear ignorant."

Lenina suffers insults both from Fanny's admonition against monogamy and from Bernard's slow response to her charms.

When they dream of a domestic life together, it is neither the opulent life of the wealthy nor the squalor of their everyday life.

He sets the goal of an ever-receding utopia, not to suggest that utopia is an impossible dream, but to suggest that utopia is necessary to dreams themselves.

Chaplin demands that we believe in the promise of utopia, not only in the fantasies of an imagined life, but also in the mundane details of the lived life.

Just as Wilde imagines a future of leisure and beauty, so Chaplin dreams of a domestic life of comfort and plenty.

Whether utopia finds us, or we find utopia, utopia must come.

Writing Effective Paragraphs

A paragraph is a sentence or group of sentences set off as a unit. Usually all the sentences in a paragraph can be related to a single main idea. 

The main problems affecting paragraphs are focus and development. A poorly focused paragraph is difficult to understand because there seems to be no relation between the individual sentences. A paragraph may appear to be poorly focused because it is (the writer tries to cover too many ideas instead of focusing on the single important idea), or because the writer has not provided transitions to connect the ideas together.

A poorly developed paragraph can be well-written, but it is usually ineffective and unpersuasive. Poor development usually results from an over-reliance on generalization (and a parallel lack of specific detail), and a misunderstanding of audience. Often, the writer leaves out important information, such as background and context for someone else's idea, description of setting, definition of a key term, or evidence to support an assertion. The writer omits such information because she or he believes the reader already knows it and would be "bored" by seeing it again. 

This section contains some basic advice for good paragraphs.

Focus on a Main Idea

Most paragraphs have recognizable main ideas. The main idea is simply what the paragraph is about, and may be stated in a topic sentence which occurs at the beginning of the paragraph, or may be so obvious that it is implied. 

All other sentences in the paragraph should be related to and contribute to the main idea. 

Use Specific Details

An effective paragraph develops the main idea with enough detail to hold the reader's attention and explain the writer's ideas. Too little detail produces boring and abstract paragraphs. Too much detail produces unfocused paragraphs that overwhelm the reader.

Develop using a Pattern

The structure of a paragraph can take almost an infinite variety of forms. However, certain patterns occur frequently.

	Narration
	A narrative paragraph uses a story or part of a story to develop the main idea. Often the story serves as anecdotal evidence in support of the main idea, producing a paragraph similar to the example and illustration pattern.

	Description
	A descriptive paragraph uses specific details to create a clear idea of a place, time, person, or object. Descriptive paragraphs show rather than tell, and use details such as sensory details to help the reader construct a "picture" of the scene.

	Definition
	A definition paragraph provides a detailed definition of a key term in the essay. 

	Example and Illustration
	An example or illustration paragraph illustrates a point with one or more examples.

	Division and Classification
	A classification paragraph groups items into categories according to some specific principle. A division paragraph breaks a single item into its parts according to some specific principle.

	Comparison and Contrast
	A comparison paragraph looks at the similarities between two or more items. A contrast paragraph looks at the differences between two or more items. Sometimes items are both compared and contrasted.

	Analogy
	Occasionally, analogies can be used to develop an idea. An analogy draws a comparison between two items, usually for the purpose of showing some surprising similarity.

	Cause and Effect
	A cause and effect paragraph develops an idea by explaining the causes of something or by showing the effects of something. The paragraph might move from cause to effects or from an effect to its causes.

	Process
	A process paragraph depicts or explains a process, often using chronology to order the individual stages in the process.


Make Paragraphs Coherent

A paragraph has coherence, or flows, when the details of the paragraph fit together in a way that is clear to the reader.  Coherence is partially the product of choosing an appropriate paragraph pattern for your ideas, and partially the product of sentence-level control. 

Here are some ways to improve paragraph coherence:

· Repeat key words or phrases—or pronouns that point to them—to link sentences (and alert them to the importance of the ideas represented by those words and phrases).

· Use parallelism. Parallelism can be applied to parts of a sentence. It can also be applied to sentences within a paragraph.

· Maintain consistency of tone, register, and point of view. 

· Provide transitions.  See "Transitional Words and Phrases" below.

Transitional Words and Phrases

Transitions are words or phrases that specify a relationship between sentences and between paragraphs. They help direct the reader from one idea to another. Skilled writers use transitions with care, making sure to use the correct one and also making sure not to overuse them. Commonly used transitions are shown below:

	To Specify Sequence
	again, also, and, and then, besides, finally, first . . . second . . . third, furthermore, last, moreover, next, still, too

	To Specify Time
	after a few days, after a while, afterward, as long as, as soon as, at last, at that time, before, earlier, immediately, in the meantime, in the past, lately, later, meanwhile, now, presently, simultaneously, since, so far, soon, then, thereafter, until, when

	To Specify Comparison
	again, also, in the same way, likewise, once more, similarly

	To Specify Contrast
	although, but, despite, even though, however, in contrast, in spite of, instead, nevertheless, nonetheless, on the contrary, on the one hand . . . on the other hand, regardless, still, though, yet

	To Specify Examples
	after all, for example, for instance, indeed, in fact, of course, specifically, such as, the following example, to illustrate

	To Specify Cause and Effect
	accordingly, as a result, because, consequently, for this reason, hence, if . . . then, since, so, then, therefore, thereupon, thus, to this end

	To Specify Place
	above, adjacent to, below, beyond, closer to elsewhere, far, farther on, here, near, nearby, opposite to, there, to the left, to the right

	To Specify Concession
	although it is true that, granted that, I admit that, it may appear that, naturally, of course

	To Specify Summary, Repetition, or Conclusion
	as a result, as has been noted, as I have said, as mentioned earlier, as we have seen, in any event, in conclusion, in other words, in short, on the whole, therefore, to summarize


Cohesion and Coherence

Cohesion: 
Readers must feel that they move easily from one sentence to the next, that each “coheres” with the one before and after.

Coherence:
Readers must also feel that sentences are not just individually clear but constitute a unified passage focused on a coherent set of ideas.

Cohesion

Cohesion refers to how a group of sentences “hang together.” Sometimes, to achieve better cohesion we have to “violate” other writing “rules” we think are sacrosanct. Take for example the following two sentences:

a) The collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble creates a black hole.

b) A black hole is created by the collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble.

Given a choice between these two sentences we would probably choose the first since it uses an active verb while the second uses a passive verb. But the passive does have its uses, such as helping readers create that sense of flow that characterizes a coherent passage. Which of the following two passages “flows” better?

A. Some astonishing questions about the nature of the universe have been raised by scientists studying black holes in space. The collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble creates a black hole. So much matter compressed into so little volume changes the fabric of space around it in puzzling ways.

B. Some astonishing questions about the nature of the universe have been raised by scientists studying black holes in space. A black hole is created by the collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble. So much matter compressed into so little volume changes the fabric of space around it in puzzling ways.

The second passage reads more coherently because the concept introduced by each new sentence seems to follow from the previous sentence. This technique is called “old-to-new” and is one of the most important principles of a cohesive writing style. The principles of old-to-new are: 

1. Begin your sentences with information familiar to your readers.

2. End your sentences with information your readers cannot anticipate.

Try revising the following passage to use the old-to-new arrangement of information.

The various components of Abco’s current profitability, particularly growth in Asian markets, will be highlighted in our report to demonstrate its advantages versus competitors. Revenue returns along several dimensions: product type, end-use, distribution channels, distributor type, etc. will provide the basis for this analysis. Likely growth prospects of Abco’s newest product lines will depend most on its ability in regard to the development of distribution channels in China, according to our projections. A range of innovative strategies that will be needed to support the introduction of new products.

Coherence

However, writing can have a cohesive “flow” and be almost indecipherable. Consider the following passage:

Saner, Wisconsin, is the snowmobile capital of the world. The buzzing of snowmobile engines fills the air, and their tanklike tracks crisscross the snow. The snow reminds me of Mom’s mashed potatoes, covered with furows I would draw with my fork. Mom’s mashed potatoes usually made me sick, that’s why I play with them. I like to make a hole in the middle of the potatoes and fill it with melted butter. This behavior has been the subject of long chats between me and my analyst.

This passage is cohesive, moving from Saner to snowmobiles to snow to Mom’s mashed potatoes to behavior, but it certainly is not coherent. 

To understand coherence we need to consider how readers make sense out of larger groupings of sentences. Readers feel a passage is coherent when the writer helps them accomplish two tasks:

1. Identify the topics (what the sentence is about) of individual sentences quickly.

2. Recognize how the topics form a connected set of ideas.

Readers want to know what a sentence is about, its topic. However, this is not always easy to find. Consider the following sentences. What are the topics?

1. And therefore, politically speaking, in Eastern states since 1980, acid rain has become a serious problem.

2. International cooperation is still the goal of most countries.

3. It is impossible for your claims to be proved conclusively.

4. In regard to these questions, I believe there is a need for more research.

5. It is likely that our proposals will be accepted.

6. Results like these no one could have predicted.

Topic refers not to the grammatical subject of a sentence, but to its “psychological” subject, and we expect to find the topic in the first few words of the sentence. Readers are more comfortable with these early topics because it helps them understand what the sentence is about. More important, readers depend on seeing in a sequence of topics (in a sequence of sentences) what the whole passage is about.

Combining Cohesion and Coherence

If you begin sentences and even clauses with information familiar to your readers, with phrases that are short, simple, and familiar, your readers are more likely to think you can write clearly and coherently. And no two units of information are shorter and simpler than the subject of a sentence and that subject’s specific actions as a verb. 

Try revising the following:

Some sort of palace revolt or popular revolution plagued seven out of eight reigns of the Romanov line after Peter the Great. In 1722, achievement by merit was made the basis of succession when the principle of heredity was terminated by Peter. This resulted in many tsars’ not appointing a successor before dying, including Peter. Ivan VI was less than two months old when appointed by Czarina Anna, but Elizabeth, daughter of Peter the Great, defeated Anna and ascended to the throne in 1741. Succession not dependent upon authority resulted in the boyars’ regularly disputing who was to become sovereign. Male primogeniture became the law in 1797 when Paul I codified the law of succession. But conspirators strangled him, one of whom was probably his son, Alexander I.

Avoiding Illusory Cohesion

This handout lists ways of improving cohesion through providing consistency of topics and by helping the reader see the movement between various ideas. Some writers try to create cohesion by using logical conjunctions like thus, therefore, however, and so on, regardless of whether those words signal any genuine logical connections. Is the following passage cohesive?

Because the press is the major medium or interaction between the president and the people, how it portrays him influences his popularity. Therefore, it should report on the president objectively. Both reporters and the president are human, however, subject to error and favoritism. Also, people act differently in public than they do in private. Hence, to understand a person, it is important to know the whole person, his environment, upbringing, and education. Indeed, from the correspondence with his family, we can learn much about Harry S. Truman, our thirty-third president.

The connectors are virtually meaningless. Experienced writers rely more on the intrinsic flow of their prose than on connecting devices like these. While you might need a but or however when you contradict or qualify what you have just said, and a therefore, consequently, or as a result to wind up a line of reasoning, you probably should not need more than a few such connecting devices per page. Any more than that and it begins to look as though you were worried that the prose did not hang together on its own.

In short:

1. Begin sentences with short simple words and phrases communicating information that appeared in previous sentences, or with knowledge that you can assume you and your reader share.

2. Through a series of sentences that you want your readers to understand as a coherent, focused passage, keep your topics short and reasonably consistent.

(This handout made extensive use of the following sources:
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