Teachit 3: sentence variety

Last time we looked at simple sentences and, like a vampire hunter brandishing a garlic clove, tried to ward off the curse of the comma splice.

However, if students wrote all the time in simple sentences, their expression would become very boring:

At first Macbeth is a hero. He saves the day. He kills lots of people. Eveeryone admires him. Then he meets the witches. He listens to them … (and so on)

We need them to vary their sentences. One option is compound sentences, which basically use the conjunctions and, but and or. Your C/D bordlerline students will probably already use too many of these, leading to an uncontrolled feeling:

At first Macbeth is a hero and he saves the day and kills a lot of people and everyone admires him, but then he meets the witches and listens to them …

We need students to gain greater control of their sentences, and that’s where complex sentences help. Here are three ways of creating complex sentences:

1
Start a sentence with an –ing verb:

Killing lots of people, Macbeth becomes a hero.

2
Start a sentence with an –ed verb

Delighted by his success, Macbeth then visits the witches.

3
Use a relative clause (starting with which, that or who)

Macbeth, who is initially a hero, begins to change.

This play which begins in bloodshed ends in bloodshed.

You can see how these sentences are moving students to a higher level of expression. Your middle class students from bookish backgrounds might already be familiar with the structures. They sail through exams. It’s our responsibility as English teachers to teach the structures to everyone, so that we expand their range of sentence styles. 

Therefore any time I set up an essay, I always model the sentence styles that make a good, varied piece of writing. Students watch me writing an opening paragraph. In pairs, they practise for themselves. Then, once I’m happy that they’ve absorbed the knowledge, they begin to write independently.

Critics will say that this produces formulaic writing. I say that we all work though formulas initially until we find our own style and voice. Formulas are fine as starting-points.

For me, it’s an equal opportunities issue: all my students are entitled to know how to write well, even if that means that they initially write in a mechanical way. It’s not formulaic. It’s good teaching.

