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English 109 Complex Sentences Lesson


This lesson asks students to begin constructing complex sentences by modifying and/or extending basic sentences with conjunctions (but, because, and, since, etc.). Ideally, students would already have had a more basic punctuation and syntax lesson. Parts I. and II. review syntax in order to lead up to the game in part III. Allow about 40-50 minutes for the game; parts I and II could be done the day before, if necessary.

Part I.

The following are some complex sentences in which it may be challenging to identify the core subject and verb. Point out the ways that modifying and additional independent clauses are tacked on. Complex sentences out of context may be mystifying to read, but looking at them like this can demonstrate that you don’t have to understand a sentence to spot its construction and find its primary subject/verb.

{Baldwin’s title itself might be analyzed as a complex sentence, too.}

“So that, for example, though it is not taught in the schools (and this has the potential of becoming a political issue), the south of France still clings to its ancient and musical Provençal, which resists being described as a ‘dialect.’”

James Baldwin, “If Black English Isn’t a Language, Then Tell Me, What Is?”

“Marx called this process the fetishism of commodities, since in the marketplace (which means every place where things have been bought and sold) the social character of people’s labour was no longer apparent and it was the products of their labour instead that interacted and were prominent.”

Anandi Ramamurthy, “Constructions of Illusion”

 “If deconstruction takes place everywhere it takes place, where there is something (and is not therefore limited to meaning or to the text in the current and bookish sense of the word), we still have to think through what is happening in our world.”

Jacques Derrida, “Letter to a Japanese Friend” 

Part II.

The following are a few student sentences that make common errors. These you can work through together.

{“however” punctuation; run-on sentence}

“The threat of the Sonics moving has tested and displayed the advocacy of the community, however, the NBA commissioner, the Sonics’ owner, and elected state officials have left us little fighting chance, yet, hope and determination still prevail in the community.”

{comma splice}

“News articles will selectively interview highly opinionated individuals to voice “the average voter’s” attitude towards the predicament, this opinion simply happens to share the same ideas as the newspaper or broadcasting station.”

{subject-verb agreement}

Reliving these historical moments of the Sonics are a significant part of Seattle’s bid to keep the Sonics. 

Relatively close to the gasoline station and the two cars are the end of a colorful rainbow.

Part III.

This is an unruly, mildly competitive game. To some extent scoring is silly and arbitrary, and the fun of it is in making entertaining sentences. Students in teams of four or five are given about 10 minutes to create complex sentences about anything they like using conjunctions. (I write out conjunctions on small cards and give each team an identical pack of them [about 20 conjunctions per pack]; the cards appeal to me more than lists of words on a page, but the cards aren’t necessary.) 

Sentences earn points for the following:

· Per conjunction used, if the sentence overall is intelligible: 1 point

· Grammatical perfection: 2 points

· Audience-designated style point (this is the arbitrary part; these points have been generously and light-heartedly awarded when I’ve done this in the past): 1 point  

Bonus points are possible, too:

· For grammatical perfection in all of a team’s attempted sentences: 5 points

· For the (intelligible) sentence using the most conjunctions in the class: 5 points

Teams write their sentences on either the board or overhead transparencies, and we score them together. As a class we evaluate the sentences’ grammar, and puzzle through errors and solutions.

