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Emphasizing Ideas

When you emphasize the main ideas in your sentences, you hold and channel readers’ attention.

Note Many grammar and style checkers can spot some problems with emphasis, such as nouns made from verbs, passive voice, wordy phrases, and long sentences that may also be flabby and unemphatic. However, the checkers cannot help you identify the important ideas in your sentences or whether those ideas receive appropriate emphasis.

23a
Using subjects and verbs effectively

The heart of every sentence is its subject, which usually names the actor, and its verb, which usually specifies the subject’s action: Children [subject] grow [verb]. When these elements do not identify the sentence’s key actor and action, readers must find that information elsewhere and the sentence may be wordy and unemphatic.

In the following sentences, the subjects and verbs are underlined.

Unemphatic
The intention of the company was to expand its workforce. A proposal was also made to diversify the backgrounds and abilities of employees.

These sentences are unemphatic because their key ideas do not appear in their subjects and verbs. Revised, the sentences are not only clearer but more concise:

Revised
The company intended to expand its workforce. It also proposed to diversify the backgrounds and abilities of employees.

The constructions below usually drain meaning from a sentence’s subject and verb.



Nouns made from verbs

Nouns made from verbs can obscure the key actions of sentences and add words. These nouns include intention (from intend), proposal (from propose), decision (from decide), expectation (from expect), persistence (from persist), argument (from argue), and inclu-sion (from include).

Unemphatic
After the company made a decision to hire more disabled workers, its next step was the construction of wheelchair ramps and other facilities.

Revised
After the company decided to hire more disabled workers, it next constructed wheelchair ramps and other facilities.



Weak verbs

Weak verbs, such as made and was in the unemphatic sentence above, tend to stall sentences just where they should be moving and often bury key actions:

Unemphatic
The company is now the leader among businesses in complying with the 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act. Its officers make speeches on the act to business groups.

Revised
The company now leads other businesses in complying with the 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act. Its officers speak on the act to business groups.



Passive voice

Verbs in the passive voice state actions received by, not performed by, their subjects. Thus the passive de-emphasizes the true actor of the sentence, sometimes omitting it entirely. Generally, prefer the active voice, in which the subject performs the verb’s action. (See also pp. 302–03.)

Unemphatic
The 1990 law is seen by most businesses as fair, but the costs of complying have sometimes been exaggerated.

Revised
Most businesses see the 1990 law as fair, but some opponents have exaggerated the costs of complying.

EXERCISE 23.1
Revising: Emphasis of subjects and verbs

Rewrite the following sentences so that their subjects and verbs identify their key actors and actions. (You can do this exercise online at
ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Example:

The issue of students making a competition over grades is a reason why their focus on learning may be lost.

Students who compete over grades may lose their focus on learning.


1.
The work of many heroes was crucial in helping to emancipate the slaves.


2.
The contribution of Harriet Tubman, an escaped slave herself, in-cluded the guidance of hundreds of other slaves to freedom on the Underground Railroad.


3.
A return to slavery was risked by Tubman or possibly death.


4.
During the Civil War she was also a carrier of information from the South to the North.


5.
After the war needy former slaves were helped by Tubman’s raising of money for refugees.

23b
Using sentence beginnings and endings

Readers automatically seek a writer’s principal meaning in the main clause of a sentence—essentially, in the subject that names the actor and the verb that usually specifies the action (see the preceding pages). Thus you can help readers understand your intended meaning by controlling the information in your subjects and the relation of the main clause to any modifiers attached to it.



Old and new information

Generally, readers expect the beginning of a sentence to contain information that they already know or that you have already
introduced. They then look to the sentence ending for new information. In the unemphatic passage below, the second and third sentences both begin with new topics, while the old topics appear at the ends of the sentences. The pattern of the passage is ARB. CRB. DRA.

Unemphatic
Education almost means controversy these days, with rising costs and constant complaints about its inade-quacies. But the value of schooling should not be ob-scured by the controversy. The single best means of  economic advancement, despite its shortcomings, re-mains education.
In the more emphatic revision, old information begins each sentence and new information ends the sentence. The passage follows the pattern ARB. BRC. ARD.

Revised
Education almost means controversy these days, with rising costs and constant complaints about its inadequacies. But the controversy should not obscure the value of schooling. Education remains, despite its short-comings, the single best means of economic advancement.



Cumulative and periodic sentences

You can call attention to information by placing it first or last in a sentence, reserving the middle for incidentals:

Unemphatic
Education remains the single best means of economic advancement, despite its shortcomings. [Emphasizes shortcomings.]

Revised
Despite its shortcomings, education remains the single best means of economic advancement. [Emphasizes advancement more than shortcomings.]

Revised
Education remains, despite its shortcomings, the single best means of economic advancement. [De-emphasizes shortcomings.]

Many sentences begin with the main clause and then add more modifiers to explain, amplify, or illustrate it. Such sentences are called cumulative (because they accumulate information as they proceed) or loose (because they are not tightly structured). They parallel the way we naturally think.

Cumulative
Education has no equal in opening minds, instilling values, and creating opportunities.

Cumulative
Most of the Great American Desert is made up of bare rock, rugged cliffs, mesas, canyons, mountains, separated from one another by broad flat basins covered with sunbaked mud and alkali, supporting a sparse and measured growth of sagebrush or creosote or saltbush, depending on location and elevation.


—Edward Abbey

The opposite kind of sentence, called periodic, saves the main clause until just before the end (the period) of the sentence. Everything before the main clause points toward it.

Periodic

In opening minds, instilling values, and creating opportunities, education has no equal.

Periodic

With people from all over the world—Korean grocers, Jamaican cricket players, Vietnamese fishers, Haitian cabdrivers, Chinese doctors—the American mosaic is continually changing.

The periodic sentence creates suspense for readers by reserving important information for the end. But readers should already have an idea of the sentence’s subject—because it was discussed or introduced in the preceding sentence—so that they know what the opening modifiers describe. A variation of the periodic sentence names the subject at the beginning, follows it with a modifier, and then completes the main clause:

Dick Hayne, who works in jeans and loafers and likes to let a question cure in the air for a while before answering it, bears all the markings of what his generation used to call a laid-back kind of guy.


—George Rush

EXERCISE 23.2
Sentence combining: Beginnings and endings

Locate the main idea in each group of sentences below. Then combine each group into a single sentence that emphasizes that idea by placing it at the beginning or the end. For sentences 2–5, determine the position of the main idea by considering its relation to the previous sentences: if the main idea picks up a topic that’s already been introduced, place it at the beginning; if it adds new information, place it at the end. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Example:

The storm blew roofs off buildings. It caused extensive damage. It knocked down many trees. It severed power lines.

Main idea at beginning: The storm caused extensive damage, blowing roofs off buildings, knocking down many trees, and severing power lines.

Main idea at end: Blowing roofs off buildings, knocking down many trees, and severing power lines, the storm caused extensive damage.


1.
Pat Taylor strode into the room. The room was packed. He greeted students called “Taylor’s Kids.” He nodded to their parents and teachers.


2.
This was a wealthy Louisiana oilman. He had promised his “Kids” free college educations. He was determined to make higher education available to all qualified but disadvantaged students.


3.
The students welcomed Taylor. Their voices joined in singing. They sang “You Are the Wind Beneath My Wings.” Their faces beamed with hope. Their eyes flashed with self-confidence.


4.
The students had thought a college education was beyond their dreams. It seemed too costly. It seemed too demanding.


5.
Taylor had to ease the costs and the demands of getting to college. He created a bold plan. The plan consisted of scholarships, tutoring, and counseling.

23c
Arranging parallel elements effectively



Series

With parallelism, you use similar grammatical structures for ideas linked by and, but, and similar words: Blustery winds and upturned leaves often signal thunderstorms. (See Chapter 25.) In addition, you should arrange the parallel ideas in order of their importance:

Unemphatic
The storm ripped the roofs off several buildings, killed ten people, and knocked down many trees in town. [Buries the most serious damage—deaths—in the mid-dle.]

Emphatic
The storm knocked down many trees in town, ripped the roofs off several buildings, and killed ten people. [Arranges items in order of increasing importance.]

You may want to use an unexpected item at the end of a series for humor or for another special effect:

Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and dead.

—James Thurber

But be careful not to use such a series carelessly. The following series seems thoughtlessly random rather than intentionally humorous:

Unemphatic
The painting has subdued tone, intense feeling, and a length of about three feet.

Emphatic
The painting, about three feet long, has subdued tone and intense feeling.



Balanced sentences

A sentence is balanced when its clauses are parallel—that is, matched in grammatical structure (Chapter 25). When used carefully, balanced sentences can be especially effective in alerting readers to a strong comparison between two ideas. Read the following examples aloud to hear their rhythm.

The fickleness of the women I love is equalled only by the infernal constancy of the women who love me.
—George Bernard Shaw

In a pure balanced sentence two main clauses are exactly parallel: they match item for item.

Scratch a lover, and find a foe.
—Dorothy Parker

But the term is commonly applied to sentences that are only approximately parallel or that have only some parallel parts:

If thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought.

—George Orwell

As the traveler who has once been from home is wiser than he who has never left his own doorstep, so a knowledge of one other culture should sharpen our ability to scrutinize more steadily, to appreciate more lovingly, our own.
—Margaret Mead

EXERCISE 23.3
Revising: Series and balanced elements

Revise the following sentences so that elements in a series or balanced elements are arranged to give maximum emphasis to main ideas. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Example:

The campers were stranded without matches, without food or water, and without a tent.

The campers were stranded without matches, without a tent, and without food or water.


1.
Remembering her days as a “conductor” on the Underground Railroad made Harriet Tubman proud, but she got angry when she remembered her years as a slave.


2.
Tubman wanted freedom regardless of personal danger, whereas for her husband, John, personal safety was more important than freedom.


3.
Tubman proved her fearlessness in many ways: she led hundreds of other slaves to freedom, she was a spy for the North during the Civil War, and she disobeyed John’s order not to run away.


4.
To conduct slaves north to freedom, Tubman risked being re-turned to slavery, being hanged for a huge reward, and being caught by Southern patrollers.


5.
After the war Tubman worked tirelessly for civil rights and women’s suffrage; raising money for homes for needy former slaves was something else she did.

23d
Repeating ideas

Repetition of words and phrases often clutters and weakens sentences, as discussed on pages 532–33. But carefully planned repetition can be an effective means of emphasis. Such repetition often combines with parallelism. It may occur in a series of sentences (see p. 83) or in a series of words, phrases, or clauses within a sentence, as in the following examples:

There is something uneasy in the Los Angeles air this afternoon, some unnatural stillness, some tension.
—Joan Didion

We have the tools, all the tools—we are suffocating in tools—but we cannot find the actual wood to work or even the actual hand to work it.

—Archibald MacLeish

23e
Separating ideas

When you save important information for the end of a sentence, you can emphasize it even more by setting it off from the rest of the sentence, as in the second example below:

Mothers and housewives are the only workers who do not have regular time off, so they are the great vacationless class.

Mothers and housewives are the only workers who do not have regular time off. They are the great vacationless class.

—Anne Morrow Lindbergh

You can vary the degree of emphasis by varying the extent to which you separate one idea from the others. A semicolon provides more separation than a comma, and a period provides still more separation. Compare the following sentences:

Most of the reading which is praised for itself is neither literary nor intellectual, but narcotic.

Most of the reading which is praised for itself is neither literary nor intellectual; it is narcotic.

Most of the reading which is praised for itself is neither literary nor intellectual. It is narcotic.
—Donald Hall

Sometimes a dash or a pair of dashes will isolate and thus emphasize a part of a statement (see also pp. 480–81):

His schemes were always elaborate, ingenious, and exciting—and wholly impractical.

Athletics—that is, winning athletics—has become a profitable university operation.

EXERCISE 23.4
Emphasizing with repetition or separation

Emphasize the main idea in each of the following sentences or groups of sentences by following the instructions in parentheses: either
combine sentences so that parallelism and repetition stress the main
idea, or place the main idea in a separate sentence. Each item has
more than one possible answer. (You can do this exercise online at
ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Example:

I try to listen to other people’s opinions. When my mind is closed, I find that other opinions open it. And they can change my mind when it is wrong. (Parallelism and repetition.)

I try to listen to other people’s opinions, for they can open my mind when it is closed and they can change my mind when it is wrong.


1.
One of the few worthwhile habits is daily reading. One can read for information. One can read for entertainment. Reading can give one a broader view of the world. (Parallelism and repetition.)


2.
Reading introduces new words. One encounters unfamiliar styles of expression through reading. (Parallelism and repetition.)


3.
Students who read a great deal will more likely write vividly, coherently, and grammatically, for they will have learned from other authors. (Separation.)


4.
Reading gives knowledge. One gets knowledge about other cultures. One will know about history and current events. One gains information about human nature. (Parallelism and repetition.)


5.
As a result of reading, writers have more resources and more flexibility, and thus reading creates better writers. (Separation.)

23f
Being concise

Conciseness—brevity of expression—aids emphasis no matter what the sentence structure. Unnecessary words detract from necessary words. They clutter sentences and obscure ideas.

Weak
In my opinion the competition in the area of grades is distracting. It distracts many students from their goal, which is to obtain an education that is good. There seems to be a belief among a few students that grades are more important than what is measured by them.

Emphatic
The competition for grades distracts many students from their goal of obtaining a good education. A few students seem to believe that grades are more important than what they measure.

Techniques for tightening sentences are listed in the box opposite. Some of these techniques appear earlier in this chapter. All of them are covered in Chapter 39 on writing concisely.

EXERCISE 23.5
Revising: Conciseness

Revise the following sentences to make them more emphatic by eliminating wordiness. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/ littlebrown.)

Example:

The problem in this particular situation is that we owe more money than we can afford under present circumstances.

The problem is that we owe more money than we can afford.


1.
As far as I am concerned, customers who are dining out in restaurants in our country must be wary of suggestive selling, so to speak.


2.
In suggestive selling, diners are asked by the waiter to buy additional menu selections in addition to what was ordered by them.


3.
For each item on the menu, there is another food that will naturally complement it.


4.
For example, customers will be presented with the question of whether they want to order french fries along with a sandwich or whether they want to order a salad along with a steak dinner.


5.
Due to the fact that customers often give in to suggestive selling, they often find that their restaurant meals are more costly than they had intended to pay.

EXERCISE 23.6
Revising: Emphasizing ideas

Drawing on the advice in this chapter, rewrite the following paragraph to emphasize main ideas and to de-emphasize less important information. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)


In preparing pasta, there is a requirement for common sense and imagination rather than for complicated recipes. The key to success in this area is fresh ingredients for the sauce and perfectly cooked pasta. The sauce may be made with just about any fresh fish, meat, cheese, herb, or vegetable. As for the pasta itself, it may be dried or fresh, although fresh pasta is usually more delicate and flavorful, as many experienced cooks find. Dried pasta is fine with zesty sauces; with light oil and cream sauces fresh pasta is the best choice. There is a difference in the cooking time for dried and fresh pasta, with dried pasta taking longer. It is important that the cook follow the package directions and that the pasta be tested before the cooking time is up. The pasta is done when the texture is neither tough nor mushy but al dente, or “firm to the bite,” according to the Italians, who ought to know.

Note See page 420 for an exercise involving emphasis along with parallelism and other techniques for effective sentences.

chapter24
Using Coordination
and Subordination

When clearly written, your sentences show the relations between ideas and stress the more important ideas over the lesser ones. Two techniques can help you achieve such clarity:


Coordination shows that two or more elements in a sentence are equally important in meaning. You signal coordination with words such as and, but, and or.

equally important

Car insurance is costly, but health insurance seems a luxury.


Subordination shows that some elements in a sentence are less important than other elements for your meaning. Usually, the main idea appears in the main clause, and supporting information appears in single words, phrases, and subordinate clauses.


less important 
more important

(subordinate clause)
(main clause)

Because accidents and thefts occur frequently, car insurance is costly.

Note Grammar and style checkers may spot some errors in punctuating coordinated and subordinated elements, and they can flag long sentences that may contain excessive coordination or subordination. But otherwise they provide little help because they cannot recognize the relations among ideas in sentences.

24a
Coordinating to relate equal ideas

By linking equally important information, you can emphasize the relations for readers. Compare the passages below:

String of simple sentences

We should not rely so heavily on oil. Coal and uranium are also overused. We have a substantial energy resource in the moving wa-ters of our rivers. Smaller streams add to the total volume of water. The resource renews itself. Oil and coal are irreplaceable. Uranium is also irreplaceable. The cost of water does not increase much over time. The costs of coal, oil, and uranium rise dramatically.

Ideas coordinated

We should not rely so heavily on oil, coal, and uranium, for we have a substantial energy resource in the moving waters of our rivers and streams. Oil, coal, and uranium are irreplaceable and thus subject to dramatic cost increases; water, however, is self-renewing and more stable in cost.

The information in both passages is essentially the same, but the second is shorter and considerably easier to read and understand because it links coordinate ideas with the underlined words.

Punctuating coordinated words, phrases, and clauses

Most coordinated words, phrases, and subordinate clauses are not punctuated with commas (see p. 448). The exceptions are items in a series and coordinate adjectives:

We rely heavily on coal, oil, and uranium. [A series; see p. 441.]

Dirty, unhealthy air is one result. [Coordinate adjectives; see p. 442.]

In a sentence consisting of two main clauses, punctuation depends on whether a coordinating conjunction, a conjunctive adverb, or no connecting word links the clauses:

Oil is irreplaceable, but water is self-renewing. [See p. 432.]

Oil is irreplaceable; however, water is self-renewing. [See p. 455.]

Oil is irreplaceable; water is self-renewing. [See p. 453.]

1
Using coordination effectively

A string of coordinated elements—especially main clauses—creates the same effect as a string of simple sentences: it obscures the relative importance of ideas and details.

Excessive 

The weeks leading up to the resignation of President

coordination
Richard Nixon were eventful, and the Supreme Court and the Congress closed in on him, and the Senate Judiciary Committee voted to begin impeachment proceedings, and finally the President resigned on August 9, 1974.

Such a passage needs editing to stress the important points (underlined below) and to de-emphasize the less important information:

Revised
The weeks leading up to the resignation of President Richard Nixon were eventful, as the Supreme Court and the Congress closed in on him and the Senate Judiciary Committee voted to begin impeachment proceedings. Finally, the President resigned on August 9, 1974.

2
Coordinating logically

Coordinated sentence elements should be logically equal and related, and the relation between them should be the one expressed by the connecting word. If either principle is violated, the result is faulty coordination.
Faulty
John Stuart Mill was a nineteenth-century utilitarian, and he believed that actions should be judged by their usefulness or by the happiness they cause. [The two clauses are not separate and equal: the second expands on the first by explaining what a utilitarian such as Mill believed.]

Revised
John Stuart Mill, a nineteenth-century utilitarian, believed that actions should be judged by their usefulness or by the happiness they cause.

Faulty
Mill is recognized as a utilitarian, and he did not found the utilitarian school of philosophy. [The two clauses seem to contrast, requiring but or yet between them.]

Revised
Mill is recognized as a utilitarian, but he did not found the utilitarian school of philosophy.

EXERCISE 24.1
Sentence combining: Coordination

Combine sentences in the following passages to coordinate related ideas in the ways that seem most effective to you. You will have to supply coordinating conjunctions or conjunctive adverbs and the appropriate punctuation. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman
.com/littlebrown.)


1.
Many chronic misspellers do not have the time to master spelling rules. They may not have the motivation. They may rely on dic-
tionaries to catch misspellings. Most dictionaries list words under their correct spellings. One kind of dictionary is designed for chronic misspellers. It lists each word under its common mis-spellings. It then provides the correct spelling. It also provides the definition.


2.
Henry Hudson was an English explorer. He captained ships for the Dutch East India Company. On a voyage in 1610 he passed by Greenland. He sailed into a great bay in today’s northern Canada. He thought he and his sailors could winter there. The cold was terrible. Food ran out. The sailors mutinied. The sailors cast Hudson adrift in a small boat. Eight others were also in the boat. Hudson and his companions perished.

EXERCISE 24.2
Revising: Excessive or faulty coordination

Revise the following sentences to eliminate excessive or faulty coordination. Relate ideas effectively by adding or subordinating information or by forming more than one sentence. Each item has more than one possible answer. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/ littlebrown.)

Example:

My dog barks, and I have to move out of my apartment.

Because my dog’s barking disturbs my neighbors, I have to move out of my apartment.


1.
Often soldiers admired their commanding officers, and they gave them nicknames, and these names frequently contained the word “old,” but not all of the commanders were old.


2.
General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson was also called “Old Jack,” and he was not yet forty years old.


3.
Another Southern general in the Civil War was called “Old Pete,” and his full name was James Longstreet.


4.
The Union general Henry W. Halleck had a reputation as a good military strategist, and he was an expert on the work of a French military authority, Henri Jomini, and Halleck was called “Old Brains.”


5.
General William Henry Harrison won the Battle of Tippecanoe, and he received the nickname “Old Tippecanoe,” and he used the name in his presidential campaign slogan “Tippecanoe and Tyler, Too,” and he won the election in 1840, but he died of pneumonia a month after taking office.

24b
Subordinating to distinguish main ideas

With subordination you use words or word groups to indicate that some ideas in a sentence are less important than the idea in the main clause. In the following sentence, it is difficult to tell what is most important:

Excessive
Computer prices have dropped, and production costs

coordination
have dropped more slowly, and computer manufacturers have had to contend with shrinking profits.

The following revision places the point of the sentence (shrinking profits) in the main clause and reduces the rest of the information to a modifier (underlined):

Revised
Because production costs have dropped more slowly than prices, computer manufacturers have had to contend with shrinking profits.

No rules can specify what information in a sentence you should make primary and what you should subordinate; the decision will depend on your meaning. But, in general, you should consider using subordinate structures for details of time, cause, condition, concession, purpose, and identification (size, location, and the like). You can subordinate information with the structures listed in the box opposite.

 In general, the shorter a subordinate structure is, the less emphasis it has. The following examples show how subordinate structures may convey various meanings with various weights. (Some appropriate subordinating words for each meaning appear in parentheses.)

Space or time (after, before, since, until, when, while; at, in, on, until)

The mine explosion killed six workers. The owners adopted safety measures.

After the mine explosion killed six workers, the owners adopted safety measures. [Subordinate clause.]

After six deaths in a mine explosion, the owners adopted safety measures. [Prepositional phrases.]

Cause or effect (as, because, since, so that; because of, due to)

Jones had been without work for six months. He was having trouble paying his bills.

Because Jones had been without work for six months, he was having trouble paying his bills. [Subordinate clause.]

Having been jobless for six months, Jones could not pay his bills. [Verbal phrase.]

Condition (if, provided, since, unless, whenever; with, without)

Forecasters predict a mild winter. Farmers hope for an early spring.

Whenever forecasters predict a mild winter, farmers hope for an early spring. [Subordinate clause.]

With forecasts for a mild winter, farmers hope for an early spring. [Prepositional phrase.]

Concession (although, as if, even though, though; despite, except for, in spite of)

The horse looked gentle. It proved hard to manage.

Although the horse looked gentle, it proved hard to manage. [Subordinate clause.]

The horse, a gentle-looking animal, proved hard to manage. [Appositive.]

The gentle-looking horse proved hard to manage. [Single word.]

Purpose (in order that, so that, that; for, toward)

Congress passed new immigration laws. Many Vietnamese refugees could enter the United States.

Congress passed new immigration laws so that many Vietnamese refugees could enter the United States. [Subordinate clause.]

Congress passed new immigration laws, permitting many Vietnamese refugees to enter the United States. [Verbal phrase.]

Identification (that, when, where, which, who; by, from, of)

Old barns are common in New England. They are often painted red.

Old barns, which are often painted red, are common in New England. [Subordinate clause.]

Old barns, often painted red, are common in New England. [Verbal phrase.]

Old red barns are common in New England. [Single word.]

Punctuating subordinate constructions

A modifying word, phrase, or clause that introduces a sentence is usually set off from the rest of the sentence with a comma (see
p. 433):

Unfortunately, the bank failed.

In a little over six months, the bank became insolvent.

When the bank failed, many reporters investigated.

A modifier that interrupts or concludes a main clause is not set off with punctuation when it is essential to the meaning of a word or words in the clause (see p. 435):

One article about the bank failure won a prize.

The article that won the prize appeared in the local newspaper.

The reporter wrote the article because the bank failure affected many residents of the town.

When an interrupting or concluding modifier is not essential to meaning, but simply adds information to the sentence, it is set off with punctuation, usually a comma or commas (see p. 435):

The bank, over forty years old, never reopened after its doors were closed.

The bank managers, who were cleared of any wrongdoing, all found new jobs.

Some customers of the bank never recovered all their money, though most of them tried to do so.

Like a modifier, an appositive is set off with punctuation (usually a comma or commas) only when it is not essential to the meaning of the word it refers to (see p. 437):

The bank, First City, was the oldest in town.

Our newspaper, the Chronicle, was one of several reporting the story.

A dash or dashes may also be used to set off a nonessential appositive, particularly when it contains commas (see p. 480). A concluding appositive is sometimes set off with a colon (see p. 477).

1
Subordinating logically

Use subordination only for the less important information in a sentence. Faulty subordination reverses the dependent relation the reader expects:

Faulty
Ms. Angelo was in her first year of teaching, although she was a better instructor than others with many years of experience. [The sentence suggests that Angelo’s in-experience is the main idea, whereas the writer meant to stress her skill despite her inexperience.]

Revised
Although Ms. Angelo was in her first year of teaching, she was a better instructor than others with many years of experience.

2
Using subordination effectively

Subordination can do much to organize and emphasize information. But it loses that power when you try to cram too much loosely related detail into one long sentence:

Overloaded
The boats that were moored at the dock when the hurricane, which was one of the worst in three decades, struck were ripped from their moorings, because the owners had not been adequately prepared, since the weather service had predicted that the storm would blow out to sea, which storms do at this time of year.

Such sentences usually have more than one idea that deserves a main clause, so they are best revised by sorting their details into more than one sentence:

Revised
Struck by one of the worst hurricanes in three decades, the boats at the dock were ripped from their moorings. The owners were unprepared because the weather service had said that storms at this time of year blow out to sea.

A common form of excessive subordination occurs with a string of adjective clauses, each beginning with which, who, or that:
Stringy
The company opened a new plant outside Louisville, which is in Kentucky and which is on the Ohio River, which forms the border between Kentucky and Ohio.

To revise such sentences, recast some of the subordinate clauses as other kinds of modifying structures:

Revised
The company opened a new plant outside Louisville, Ken-tucky, a city across the Ohio River from Ohio.

EXERCISE 24.3
Sentence combining: Subordination

Combine each of the following pairs of sentences twice, each time using one of the subordinate structures in parentheses to make a single sentence. You will have to add, delete, change, and rearrange words. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Example:

During the late eighteenth century, workers carried beverages in brightly colored bottles. The bottles had cork stoppers. (Clause beginning that. Phrase beginning with.)

During the late eighteenth century, workers carried beverages in brightly colored bottles that had cork stoppers.

During the late eighteenth century, workers carried beverages in brightly colored bottles with cork stoppers.


1.
The bombardier beetle sees an enemy. It shoots out a jet of chemicals to protect itself. (Clause beginning when. Phrase beginning seeing.)


2.
The beetle’s spray is very potent. It consists of hot and irritating chemicals. (Phrase beginning consisting. Phrase beginning of.)


3.
The spray’s two chemicals are stored separately in the beetle’s body and mixed in the spraying gland. The chemicals resemble
a nerve-gas weapon. (Phrase beginning stored. Clause beginning which.)


4.
The tip of the beetle’s abdomen sprays the chemicals. The tip revolves like a turret on a World War II bomber. (Phrase beginning revolving. Phrase beginning spraying.)


5.
The beetle defeats most of its enemies. It is still eaten by spiders and birds. (Clause beginning although. Phrase beginning except.)

EXERCISE 24.4
Revising: Subordination

Rewrite the following paragraph in the way you think most effective to subordinate the less important ideas to the more important ones. Use subordinate clauses, phrases, and single words as you think appropriate. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)


Fewer students today are majoring in the liberal arts. I mean by “liberal arts” such subjects as history, English, and the social sciences. Students think a liberal arts degree will not help them get jobs. They are wrong. They may not get practical, job-related experience from the liberal arts, but they will get a broad education, and it will never again be available to them. Many employers look for more than a technical, professional education. They think such an education can make an employee’s views too narrow. The employers want open-minded employees. They want employees to think about problems from many angles. The liberal arts curriculum instills such flexibility. The flexibility is vital to the health of our society.

EXERCISE 24.5
Revising: Faulty or excessive subordination

Revise the following sentences to eliminate faulty or excessive subordination. Correct faulty subordination by reversing main and subordinate structures. Correct excessive subordination by coordinating equal ideas or by making separate sentences. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Example:

Terrified to return home, he had driven his mother’s car into a cornfield.

Having driven his mother’s car into a cornfield, he was terrified to return home.


1.
Genaro González is blessed with great writing talent, which means that his novel Rainbow’s End and his story collection Only Sons have been published.


2.
He loves to write, although he has also earned a doctorate in psychology.


3.
His first story, which reflects his consciousness of his Aztec heritage and place in the world, is titled “Un Hijo del Sol.”


4.
González, who writes equally well in English and Spanish, received a large fellowship that enabled him to take a leave of absence from the University of Texas–Pan American, where he teaches psychology, so that he could write without worrying about an income.


5.
González wrote the first version of “Un Hijo del Sol” while he was a sophomore at Pan American, which is in the Rio Grande valley of southern Texas, which González calls “el Valle” in the story.

24c
Choosing clear connectors

Most connecting words signal specific and unambiguous re-
lations; for instance, but clearly indicates contrast, and because clearly indicates cause. A few connectors, however, require careful use, either because they are ambiguous in many contexts or because they are often misused.

1
Using as and while clearly
The subordinating conjunction as can indicate several relations, including comparison and time:

Comparison
The technicians work quickly, as they are required to do.

Time
One shift starts as the other stops.

Avoid using as to indicate cause. It is unclear.

Unclear
As the experiment was occurring, the laboratory was sealed. [Time or cause intended?]

Revised
When the experiment was occurring, the laboratory was sealed. [Time.]

Revised
Because the experiment was occurring, the laboratory was sealed. [Cause.]

The subordinating conjunction while can indicate either time or concession. Unless the context makes the meaning of while unmistakably clear, choose a more exact connector:

Unclear
While technicians work in the next room, they cannot hear the noise. [Time or concession intended?]

Revised
When technicians work in the next room, they cannot hear the noise. [Time.]

Revised
Although technicians work in the next room, they cannot hear the noise. [Concession.]

2
Using as and like correctly

The use of as as a substitute for whether or that is considered nonstandard (it does not conform to spoken and written standard English):

Nonstandard
They are not sure as the study succeeded.

Revised
They are not sure whether [or that] the study succeeded.

Although the preposition like is often used as a conjunction in informal speech and in advertising (Dirt-Away works like a soap should), writing generally requires the conjunction as, as if, as though, or that:
Speech
It seemed like it did succeed.

Writing
It seemed as if [or as though or that] it did succeed.

EXERCISE 24.6
Revising: Coordination and subordination

The following paragraph consists entirely of simple sentences. Use coordination and subordination to combine sentences in the ways you think most effective to emphasize main ideas. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)


Sir Walter Raleigh personified the Elizabethan Age. That was the period of Elizabeth I’s rule of England. The period occurred in the last half of the sixteenth century. Raleigh was a courtier and poet. He was also an explorer and entrepreneur. Supposedly, he gained Queen
Elizabeth’s favor. He did this by throwing his cloak beneath her feet at the right moment. She was just about to step over a puddle. There is no evidence for this story. It does illustrate Raleigh’s dramatic and dynamic personality. His energy drew others to him. He was one of
Elizabeth’s favorites. She supported him. She also dispensed favors to him. However, he lost his queen’s goodwill. Without her permission he seduced one of her maids of honor. He eventually married the maid of honor. Elizabeth died. Then her successor imprisoned Raleigh in the Tower of London. Her successor was James I. The king falsely charged Raleigh with treason. Raleigh was released after thirteen years. He was arrested again two years later on the old treason charges. At the age of sixty-six he was beheaded.

Note See page 420 for an exercise involving coordination and subordination along with parallelism and other techniques for effective sentences.

chapter25
Using Parallelism

Parallelism is a similarity of grammatical form between two or more elements.

The air is dirtied by

factories belching smoke

and
cars spewing exhaust.

Parallel structure reinforces and highlights a close relation between compound sentence elements, whether words, phrases, or clauses.

The principle underlying parallelism is that form should reflect meaning: since the parts of compound constructions have the same function and importance, they should have the same grammatical form.

Note A grammar and style checker cannot recognize problems with parallelism because it cannot recognize the relations among ideas.

25a
Using parallelism for coordinate elements

Use parallelism in all the situations illustrated in the box on the facing page.

Note Parallel elements match each other in structure, but they do not always match word for word:

The pioneers passed
through the town

and
into the vast, unpopulated desert.

1
Using parallelism for elements linked by coordinating conjunctions

The coordinating conjunctions and, but, or, nor, and yet always signal a need for parallelism:

The industrial base was shifting and shrinking.

Politicians rarely acknowledged the problem or proposed alternatives.

Industrial workers were understandably disturbed that they were losing their jobs and that no one seemed to care.

If sentence elements linked by coordinating conjunctions are not parallel in structure, the resulting sentence will be awkward and distracting:

Nonparallel
Three reasons why steel companies kept losing money were that their plants were inefficient, high labor costs, and foreign competition was increasing.

Revised
Three reasons why steel companies kept losing money were inefficient plants, high labor costs, and increasing foreign competition.

All the words required by idiom or grammar must be stated in compound constructions (see also p. 258).

Nonparallel
Given training, workers can acquire the skills and inter-est in other jobs. [Skills and interest require different prepositions, so both must be stated.]

Revised
Given training, workers can acquire the skills for and interest in other jobs.

Often, the same word must be repeated to avoid confusion:

Confusing
Thoreau stood up for his principles by not paying his taxes and spending a night in jail. [Did he spend a night in jail or not?]

Revised
Thoreau stood up for his principles by not paying his taxes and by spending a night in jail.

Be sure that clauses beginning who or which are coordinated only with other who or which clauses, even when the pronoun is not repeated:

Nonparallel
Thoreau is the nineteenth-century essayist who retired to the woods and he wrote about nature.

Revised
Thoreau is the nineteenth-century essayist who retired to the woods and [who] wrote about nature.

2
Using parallelism for elements linked by correlative conjunctions

Correlative conjunctions are pairs of connectors. For example:

both . . . and
neither . . . nor
not only . . . but also

either . . . or
not . . . but

whether . . . or

Correlative conjuctions stress equality and balance and thus emphasize the relation between elements, even long phrases and clauses. The elements should be parallel to confirm their relation:

It is not a tax bill but a tax relief bill, providing relief not for the needy but for the greedy.
—Franklin Delano Roosevelt

At the end of the novel, Huck Finn both rejects society’s values by turning down money and a home and affirms his own values by setting out for “the territory.”

Most errors in parallelism with correlative conjunctions occur when the element after the second connector does not match the element after the first connector.

Nonparallel
Mark Twain refused either to ignore the moral blindness of his society or spare the reader’s sensibilities. [To follows either, so it must also follow or.]

Revised
Mark Twain refused either to ignore the moral blindness of his society or to spare the reader’s sensibilities.

Nonparallel
Huck Finn learns not only that human beings have an enormous capacity for folly but also enormous dignity. [The first element includes that human beings have; the second element does not.]

Revised
Huck Finn learns that human beings have not only an enormous capacity for folly but also enormous dignity.

3
Using parallelism for elements being compared or contrasted

Elements being compared or contrasted should ordinarily be cast in the same grammatical form.

It is better to live rich than to die rich.
—Samuel Johnson

Weak
The study found that most welfare recipients wanted to work rather than handouts.

Revised
The study found that most welfare recipients wanted work rather than handouts.

Revised
The study found that most welfare recipients wanted to work rather than to accept handouts.

4
Using parallelism for lists, outlines, or headings

The elements of a list or outline that divides a larger subject are coordinate and should be parallel in structure. Parallelism is essential in the headings that divide a paper into sections (see p. 119) and in a formal topic outline (see p. 37).

Faulty

Changes in Renaissance
England

1.
Extension of trade routes

2.
Merchant class became more
powerful

3.
The death of feudalism

4.
Upsurging of the arts

5.
The sciences were
encouraged

6.
Religious quarrels began

EXERCISE 25.1
Identifying parallel elements
Identify the parallel elements in the following sentences. How does parallelism contribute to the effectiveness of each sentence? (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)


1.
Eating an animal has not always been an automatic or an everyday affair; it has tended to be done on solemn occasions and for a special treat.

—Margaret Visser


2.
They [pioneer women] rolled out dough on the wagon seats, cooked with fires made out of buffalo chips, tended the sick, and marked the graves of their children, their husbands and each other.
—Ellen Goodman


3.
The mornings are the pleasantest times in the apartment, ex-haustion having set in, the sated mosquitoes at rest on ceiling and walls, sleeping it off, the room a swirl of tortured bedclothes and abandoned garments, the vines in their full leafiness filtering the hard light of day, the air conditioner silent at last, like the mosquitoes.
—E. B. White


4.
Aging paints every action gray, lies heavy on every movement, imprisons every thought.
—Sharon Curtin

EXERCISE 25.2
Revising: Parallelism
Revise the following sentences to make coordinate, compared, or listed elements parallel in structure. Add or delete words or rephrase
as necessary. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/
littlebrown.)

Example:

After emptying her bag, searching the apartment, and she called the library, Jennifer realized she had lost the book.

After emptying her bag, searching the apartment, and calling the library, Jennifer realized she had lost the book.


1.
The ancient Greeks celebrated four athletic contests: the Olympic Games at Olympia, the Isthmian Games were held near Corinth, at Delphi the Pythian Games, and the Nemean Games were sponsored by the people of Cleonae.


2.
Each day of the games consisted of either athletic events or holding ceremonies and sacrifices to the gods.


3.
In the years between the games, competitors were taught wrestling, javelin throwing, and how to box.


4.
Competitors participated in running sprints, spectacular chariot and horse races, and running long distances while wearing full armor.


5.
The purpose of such events was developing physical strength, demonstrating skill and endurance, and to sharpen the skills needed for war.


6.
Events were held for both men and for boys.


7.
At the Olympic Games the spectators cheered their favorites to victory, attended sacrifices to the gods, and they feasted on the meat not burned in offerings.


8.
The athletes competed less to achieve great wealth than for gaining honor both for themselves and their cities.


9.
Of course, exceptional athletes received financial support from patrons, poems and statues by admiring artists, and they even got lavish living quarters from their sponsoring cities.


10.
With the medal counts and flag ceremonies, today’s Olympians sometimes seem to be proving their countries’ superiority more than to demonstrate individual talent.

25b
Using parallelism to increase coherence

Effective parallelism will enable you to combine in a single, well-ordered sentence related ideas that you might have expressed in separate sentences. Compare the following three sentences with the original single sentence written by H. L. Mencken:

Slang originates in the effort of ingenious individuals to make the language more pungent and picturesque. They increase the store of terse and striking words or widen the boundaries of metaphor. Thus a vocabulary for new shades and differences in meaning is provided by slang.

Slang originates in the effort of ingenious individuals to make the language more pungent and picturesque—to increase the store of terse and striking words, to widen the boundaries of metaphor, and to provide a vocabulary for new shades and differences in meaning.


—H. L. Mencken

Parallel structure works as well to emphasize the connections among related sentences in a paragraph:

Lewis Mumford stands high in the company of this century’s sages. A scholar of cosmic cultural reach and conspicuous public conscience, 
a distinguished critic of life, arts, and letters, an unequaled observer of cities and civilizations, he is secure in the modern pantheon of great men. He is also an enigma and an anachronism. A legend of epic proportions in intellectual and academic circles, he is surprisingly little known to the public.
—Ada Louise Huxtable

Here, Huxtable tightly binds her sentences with two layers of parallelism: the subject-verb patterns of all four sentences (italic and underlined) and the appositives of the second and fourth sentences (underlined). (See pp. 83–84 for another illustration of parallelism among sentences.)

EXERCISE 25.3
Sentence combining: Parallelism
Combine each group of sentences below into one concise sentence in which parallel elements appear in parallel structures. You will have to add, delete, change, and rearrange words. Each item has more than one possible answer. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman .com/littlebrown.)

Example:

The new process works smoothly. It is efficient, too.

The new process works smoothly and efficiently.


1.
People can develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). They develop it after experiencing a dangerous situation. They will also have felt fear for their survival.


2.
The disorder can be triggered by a wide variety of events. Combat is a typical cause. Similarly, natural disasters can result in PTSD. Some people experience PTSD after a hostage situation.


3.
PTSD can occur immediately after the stressful incident. Or it may not appear until many years later.


4.
Sometimes people with PTSD will act irrationally. Moreover, they often become angry.


5.
Other symptoms include dreaming that one is reliving the expe-rience. They include hallucinating that one is back in the terrifying place. In another symptom one imagines that strangers are actually one’s former torturers.

EXERCISE 25.4
Revising: Parallelism
Revise the following paragraph to create parallelism wherever it is required for grammar or for coherence. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

The great white shark has an undeserved bad reputation. Many people consider the great white not only swift and powerful but also to be a cunning and cruel predator on humans. However, scientists claim that the great white attacks humans not by choice but as a result of chance. To a shark, our behavior in the water is similar to that of porpoises, seals, and sea lions—the shark’s favorite foods. These sea mammals are both agile enough and can move fast enough to evade the shark. Thus the shark must attack with swiftness and noiselessly to surprise the prey and giving it little chance to escape. Humans become the shark’s victims not because the shark has any preference or hatred of humans but because humans can neither outswim nor can they outmaneuver the shark. If the fish were truly a cruel human-eater, it would prolong the terror of its attacks, perhaps by circling or bumping into its intended victims before they were attacked.

Note See page 420 for an exercise involving parallelism along with other techniques for effective sentences.

chapter26
Achieving Variety

In a paragraph or an essay, each sentence stands in relation to those before and after it. To make sentences work together effectively, you need to vary their length, structure, and word order to reflect the importance and complexity of ideas. Variety sometimes takes care of itself, but you can practice established techniques for achieving varied sentences:

A series of similar sentences will prove monotonous and ineffective, as the following passage illustrates.

Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee met on April 9, 1865. Their meeting place was the parlor of a modest house at Appomattox Court House, Virginia. They met to work out the terms for the surrender of Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. One great chapter of American life ended with their meeting, and another began. Grant and Lee were bringing the Civil War to its virtual finish. Other armies still had to surrender, and the fugitive Confederate government would struggle desperately and vainly. It would try to find some way to go on living with its chief support gone. Grant and Lee had signed the papers, however, and it was all over in effect.

These eight sentences are all between twelve and sixteen words long (counting initials and dates), they are about equally detailed, and they all begin with the subject. We get a sense of names, dates, and events but no immediate sense of how they relate or what is most important.

Now compare the preceding passage with the actual passage written by Bruce Catton. Here the four sentences range from eleven to fifty-five words, and only one sentence begins with its subject:

When Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee met in the parlor of a modest house at Appo-mattox Court House, Virginia, on April 9, 1865, to work out the terms for the surrender of Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, a great chapter in American life came to a close, and a great new chapter began.

These men were bringing the Civil War to its virtual finish. To be sure, other armies had yet to surrender, and for a few days the fugitive Confederate government would struggle desperately and vainly, trying to find some way to go on living now that its chief support was gone. But in effect it was all over when Grant and Lee signed the papers.

—Bruce Catton, “Grant and Lee”

The rest of this chapter suggests how you can vary your sentences for the kind of interest and clarity achieved by Catton.

Note Some grammar and style checkers will flag long sentences, and you can check for appropriate variety in a series of such sentences. But generally these programs cannot help you see where variety may be needed because they cannot recognize the relative importance and complexity of your ideas.

26a
Varying sentence length and structure

The sentences of a stylistically effective essay will vary most obviously in their length and the arrangement of main clauses and modifiers. The variation in length and structure makes writing both readable and clear.

1
Varying length

In most contemporary writing, sentences vary from about ten to about forty words. When sentences are all at one extreme or the other, readers may have difficulty focusing on main ideas and seeing the relations among them:


Long sentences. If most of your sentences contain thirty-five words or more, your main ideas may not stand out from the details that support them. Break some of the long sentences into shorter, simpler ones.


Short sentences. If most of your sentences contain fewer than ten or fifteen words, all your ideas may seem equally important and the links between them may not be clear. Try combining them with coordination (p. 395) and subordination (p. 398) to show relationships and to stress main ideas over supporting information.

2
Rewriting strings of brief and simple sentences

A series of brief and simple sentences is both monotonous and hard to understand because it forces the reader to sort out relations among ideas. If you find that you depend on brief, simple sentences, work to increase variety by combining some of them into longer units that emphasize and link important ideas while de-emphasizing incidental information. (See Chapter 24.)

The following examples show how a string of simple sentences can be revised into an effective piece of writing:

Monotonous
The moon is now drifting away from the earth. It moves away at the rate of about one inch a year. This movement is lengthening our days. They increase a thousandth of a second every century. Forty-seven of our present days will someday make up a month. We might eventually lose the moon altogether. Such great planetary movement rightly concerns astronomers, but it need not worry us. It will take 50 million years.

Revised
The moon is now drifting away from the earth about one inch a year. At a thousandth of a second every century, this movement is lengthening our days. Forty-seven of our present days will someday make up a month, if we don’t eventually lose the moon altogether. Such great planetary movement rightly concerns astronomers, but it need not worry us. It will take 50 million years.

In the revision, underlining indicates subordinate structures that were simple sentences in the original. With five sentences instead of the original eight, the revision emphasizes the moon’s movement, our lengthening days, and the enormous span of time involved.

3
Rewriting strings of compound sentences

Compound sentences are usually just simple sentences linked with conjunctions. Thus a series of them will be as weak as a series of brief, simple sentences, especially if the clauses of the compound sentences are all about the same length:

Monotonous
Physical illness may involve more than the body, for the mind may also be affected. Disorientation is common among sick people, but they are often unaware of it. They may reason abnormally, or they may be-have immaturely.

Revised
Physical illness may involve the mind as well as the body. Though often unaware of it, sick people are com-monly disoriented. They may reason abnormally or be-have immaturely.

The first passage creates a seesaw effect. The revision, with some main clauses shortened or changed into modifiers (underlined), is both clearer and more emphatic. (See p. 396 for more on avoiding excessive coordination.)

EXERCISE 26.1
Revising: Varied sentence structures
Rewrite the following paragraph to increase variety so that important ideas receive greater emphasis than supporting information does. You will have to change some main clauses into modifiers and then combine and reposition the modifiers and the remaining main clauses. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)


Charlotte Perkins Gilman was a leading intellectual in the women’s movement during the first decades of the twentieth century. She wrote Women and Economics. This book challenged Victorian assumptions about differences between the sexes, and it explored the economic roots of women’s oppression. Gilman wrote little about gaining the vote for women, but many feminists were then preoccupied with this issue, and historians have since focused their analyses on this issue. As a result, Gilman’s contribution to today’s women’s movement has often been overlooked.

26b
Varying sentence beginnings

An English sentence often begins with its subject, which gen-
erally captures old information from a preceding sentence (see
pp. 386–87):

The defendant’s lawyer was determined to break the prosecution’s witness. She relentlessly cross-examined the stubborn witness for a week.

However, an unbroken sequence of sentences beginning with the subject quickly becomes monotonous, as shown by the unvaried passage on Grant and Lee that opened this chapter (p. 413). You can vary this subject-first pattern by adding modifiers or other elements before the subject.

Note The final arrangement of sentence elements should al-ways depend on two concerns: the relation of a sentence to those preceding and following it and the emphasis required by your meaning.



Adverb modifiers

Adverbs modify verbs, adjectives, other adverbs, and whole clauses. They can often fall in a variety of spots in a sentence. Consider these different emphases:

For a week, the defendant’s lawyer relentlessly cross-examined the stubborn witness.

Relentlessly, the defendant’s lawyer cross-examined the stubborn witness for a week.

Relentlessly, for a week, the defendant’s lawyer cross-examined the stubborn witness.

Notice that the last sentence, with both modifiers at the beginning, is periodic and thus highly emphatic (see p. 388).

 In standard American English, placing certain adverb modifiers at the beginning of a sentence requires you to change the normal subject-verb order as well. The most common of these modifiers are negatives, including seldom, rarely, in no case, not since, and not until.

adverb
subject
verb phrase

Faulty
Seldom a witness has held the stand for so long.



helping 

main


adverb
verb
subject
verb

Revised
Seldom has a witness held the stand for so long.



Adjective modifiers

Adjectives, modifying nouns and pronouns, may include participles and participial phrases, as in flying geese or money well spent (see pp. 247–50). These modifiers may sometimes fall at the beginning of a sentence to postpone the subject:

The witness was exhausted from his testimony, and he did not
cooperate.

Exhausted from his testimony, the witness did not cooperate.



Coordinating conjunctions and transitional expressions

When the relation between two successive sentences demands, you may begin the second with a coordinating conjunction such as and or but (p. 259) or with a transitional expression such as first, for instance, however, or therefore (pp. 86–87).

The witness had expected to be dismissed after his first long day of cross-examination. But he was not.

The price of clothes has risen astronomically in recent years. For example, a cheap cotton shirt that once cost $6 now costs $25.



Occasional expletive constructions

An expletive construction—it or there plus a form of be—may occasionally be useful to delay and thus emphasize the subject of the sentence:

His judgment seems questionable, not his desire.

It is his judgment that seems questionable, not his desire.

However, expletive constructions are more likely to flatten writing by adding extra words. You should use them rarely, only when you can justify doing so. (See also p. 534.)

EXERCISE 26.2
Revising: Varied sentence beginnings
Follow the instructions in parentheses to revise each group of sentences below: either create a single sentence that begins with an adverb or adjective modifier, or make one sentence begin with an appropriate connector. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/ littlebrown.)

Example:

The Seabird took first place. It moved quickly in the wind. (One sen-tence with adjective modifier beginning moving.)

Moving quickly in the wind, the Seabird took first place.


1.
Some people are champion procrastinators. They seldom complete their work on time. (Two sentences with transitional expression.)


2.
Procrastinators may fear criticism. They may fear rejection. They will delay completing an assignment. (One sentence with adverb modifier beginning if.)


3.
Procrastinators often desire to please a boss or a teacher. They fear failure so much that they cannot do the work. (Two sentences with coordinating conjunction.)


4.
Procrastination seems a hopeless habit. It is conquerable. (One sentence with adverb modifier beginning although.)


5.
Teachers or employers can be helpful. They can encourage procrastinators. They can give procrastinators the confidence to do good work on time. (One sentence with adjective modifier beginning helpfully encouraging.)

EXERCISE 26.3
Revising: Varied sentence beginnings
Revise the following paragraph to vary sentence beginnings by using each of the following at least once: an adverb modifier, an adjective modifier, a coordinating conjunction, and a transitional expression. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Scientists in Egypt dug up 40-million-year-old fossil bones. They had evidence of primitive whales. The whale ancestors are called mesonychids. They were small, furry land mammals with four legs. These limbs were complete with kneecaps, ankles, and little toes.
Gigantic modern whales have tiny hind legs inside their bodies and flippers instead of front legs. Scientists are certain that these two very different creatures share the same family tree.

26c
Inverting the normal word order

The word order of subject, verb, and object or complement is strongly fixed in English (see pp. 238–41). Thus an inverted sentence can be emphatic:

Voters once had some faith in politicians, and they were fond of in-cumbents. But now all politicians, especially incumbents, voters seem to detest. [The object all politicians precedes the verb detests.]

Inverting the normal order of subject, verb, and complement can be useful in two successive sentences when the second expands on the first:

Critics have not been kind to Presidents who have tried to apply the ways of private business to public affairs. Particularly explicit was the curt verdict of one critic of President Hoover: Mr. Hoover was never President of the United States; he was four years chairman of the board.


—Adapted from Emmet John Hughes,

“The Presidency vs. Jimmy Carter”

Inverted sentences used without need are artificial. Avoid descriptive sentences such as Up came Ben and down went Katie’s spirits.
26d
Mixing types of sentences

Most written sentences make statements. Occasionally, however, questions, commands, or exclamations may enhance variety.

Questions may set the direction of a paragraph, as in What does a detective do? or How is the percentage of unemployed workers calculated? More often, though, the questions used in exposition or
argument do not require answers but simply emphasize ideas that readers can be expected to agree with. Such rhetorical questions are illustrated in the following passage:

Another word that has ceased to have meaning due to overuse is at-tractive. Attractive has become verbal chaff. Who, by some stretch of language and imagination, cannot be described as attractive? And just what is it that attractive individuals are attracting?
—Diane White

Commands occur frequently in an explanation of a process, particularly in directions, as this passage on freewriting illustrates:

The idea is simply to write for ten minutes (later on, perhaps fifteen or twenty). Don’t stop for anything. Go quickly, without rushing. Never stop to look back, to cross something out, to wonder how to spell something, to wonder what word or thought to use, or to think about what you are doing.
—Peter Elbow

Notice that the authors of these examples use questions and commands to achieve some special purpose. Variety occurs because a particular sentence type is effective for the context, not because the writer set out to achieve variety for its own sake.

EXERCISE 26.4
Writing varied sentences
Imagine that you are writing an essay on a transportation problem at your school. Practice varying sentences by composing a sentence or passage to serve each purpose listed below. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)


1.
Write a question that could open the essay.


2.
Write a command that could open the essay.


3.
Write an exclamation that could open the essay.


4.
For the body of the essay, write an appropriately varied paragraph of at least five sentences, including at least one short and one long sentence beginning with the subject; at least one sentence beginning with an adverb modifier; at least one sentence beginning with a coordinating conjunction or transitional expression; and one rhetorical question or command.

EXERCISE 26.5
Analyzing variety
Examine the following paragraph for sentence variety. By analyzing your own response to each sentence, try to explain why the author wrote each short or long sentence, each cumulative or periodic sentence, each sentence beginning with its subject or beginning some other way, and each question. (You can do this exercise online at
ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

That night in my rented room, while letting the hot water run over my can of pork and beans in the sink, I opened [H. L. Mencken’s] A Book of Prefaces and began to read. I was jarred and shocked by the style, the clear, clean, sweeping sentences. Why did he write like that? And how did one write like that? I pictured the man as a raging demon, slashing with his pen, consumed with hate, denouncing everything American, extolling everything European or German, laughing at the weaknesses of people, mocking God, authority. What was this? I stood up, trying to realize what reality lay behind the meaning of the words. Yes, this man was fighting, fighting with words. He was using words as a weapon, using them as one would use a club. Could words be weapons? Well, yes, for here they were. Then, maybe, perhaps, I could use them as a weapon? No. It frightened me. I read on and what amazed me was not what he said, but how on earth anybody had the courage to say it.
—Richard Wright, Black Boy
EXERCISE 26.6  Revising: Variety
The following paragraph consists entirely of simple sentences that begin with their subjects. As appropriate, use the techniques discussed in this chapter to vary sentences. Your goal is to make the paragraph more readable and make its important ideas stand out clearly. You will have to delete, add, change, and rearrange words. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

The Italian volcano Vesuvius had been dormant for many years. It then exploded on August 24 in the year AD 79. The ash, pumice, and mud from the volcano buried two busy towns. Herculaneum is one. The more famous is Pompeii. Both towns lay undiscovered for many centuries. Herculaneum and Pompeii were discovered in 1709 and 1748, respectively. The excavation of Pompeii was the more systematic. It was the occasion for initiating modern methods of conservation and restoration. Herculaneum was simply looted of its most valuable finds. It was then left to disintegrate. Pompeii appears much as it did before the eruption. A luxurious house opens onto a lush central garden. An election poster decorates a wall. A dining table is set for breakfast.

EXERCISE on chapters 23–26  Revising: Effective sentences
Revise the paragraphs below to emphasize main ideas, de-emphasize supporting information, and achieve a pleasing, clear variety in sentences. As appropriate, employ the techniques discussed in Chapters 23–26, such as using subjects and verbs effectively, subordinating and coordinating, creating parallelism, and varying sentence beginnings. Edit the finished product for punctuation. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Modern Americans owe many debts to Native Americans. Several pleasures are among the debts. Native Americans originated two fine junk foods. They discovered popcorn. Potato chips were also one of their contributions.

The introduction of popcorn to the European settlers came from Native Americans. Massasoit provided popcorn at the first Thanksgiving feast. The Aztecs offered popcorn to the Spanish explorer Hernando Cortés. The Aztecs wore popcorn necklaces. So did the natives of the West Indies. There were three ways that the Native Americans popped the corn. First, they roasted an ear over fire. The ear was skewered on a stick. They ate only some of the popcorn. They ate the corn that fell outside the flames. Second, they scraped the corn off the cob. The kernels would be thrown into the fire. Of course, the fire had to be low. Then the popped kernels that did not fall into the fire were eaten. The third method was the most sophisticated. It involved a shallow pottery vessel. It contained sand. The vessel was heated. The sand soon got hot. Corn kernels were stirred in. They popped to the surface of the sand and were eaten.

A Native American chef was responsible for devising the crunchy potato chip. His name was George Crum. In 1853 Crum was cooking at Moon Lake Lodge. The lodge was in Saratoga Springs, New York. Complaints were sent in by a customer. The man thought Crum’s french-fried potatoes were too thick. Crum tried a thinner batch. These were also unsuitable. Crum became frustrated. He deliberately made the potatoes thin and crisp. They could not be cut with a knife and fork. Crum’s joke backfired. The customer raved about the potato chips. The chips were named Saratoga Chips. Soon they appeared on the lodge’s menu. They also appeared throughout New England. Crum later opened his own restaurant. Of course, he offered potato chips.

Now all Americans munch popcorn in movies. They crunch po-tato chips at parties. They gorge on both when alone and bored. They can be grateful to Native Americans for these guilty pleasures.

Ways to emphasize ideas


Use the subjects and verbs of sentences to state key actors and actions (below).


Use the beginnings and endings of sentences to pace and stress information (p. 386).


Arrange series items in order of increasing importance (p. 387).


Use an occasional balanced sentence (p. 389).


Carefully repeat key words and phrases (p. 390).


Set off important ideas with punctuation (p. 391).


Write concisely (p. 392).
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Visit the companion Web site for more help and additional exercises on emphasis.

Ways to achieve conciseness


Make the subject and verb of each sentence identify its actor and action (pp. 384, 529):

Avoid nouns made from verbs.

Use strong verbs.

Rewrite the passive voice as active.


Cut or shorten empty words or phrases (p. 531):

Shorten filler phrases, such as by virtue of the fact that.
Cut all-purpose words, such as area, factor.
Cut unneeded qualifiers, such as in my opinion, for the most part.

Cut unnecessary repetition (p. 532).


Reduce clauses to phrases and phrases to single words (p. 534).


Avoid constructions beginning with there is or it is (p. 534).


Combine sentences (p. 535).


Cut or rewrite jargon (p. 535).
http://www.ablongman.com/littlebrown

Visit the companion Web site for more help and additional exercises on coordination and subordination. 

Coordinating to relate equal ideas
Ways to coordinate information in sentences


Link main clauses with a comma and a coordinating conjunction: and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet (p. 432).

Independence Hall in Philadelphia is now restored, but fifty years ago it was in bad shape.


Relate main clauses with a semicolon alone or a semicolon and a conjunctive adverb: however, indeed, thus, etc. (pp. 453, 455).

The building was standing; however, it suffered from neglect.


Within clauses, link words and phrases with a coordinating conjunction: and, but, or, nor (p. 259).

The people and officials of the nation were indifferent to Independence Hall or took it for granted.


Link main clauses, words, or phrases with a correlative conjunction: both . . . and, not only . . . but also, etc. (p. 260).

People not only took the building for granted but also neglected it.
Ways to subordinate information in sentences


Use a subordinate clause beginning with a subordinating conjunction: although, because, if, whereas, etc. (p. 253).

Although some citizens had tried to rescue Independence Hall, they had not gained substantial public support.


Use a subordinate clause beginning with a relative pronoun: who, whoever, which, that (p. 254).

The first strong step was taken by the federal government, which made the building a national monument.


Use a phrase (p. 244).

Like most national monuments, Independence Hall is protected by the National Park Service. [Prepositional phrase.]

Protecting many popular tourist sites, the service is a highly visible gov-ernment agency. [Verbal phrase.]


Use an appositive (p. 257).

The National Park Service, a branch of the Department of Interior, also runs Yosemite and other wilderness parks.


Use a modifying word.
At the red brick Independence Hall, park rangers give guided tours and protect the irreplaceable building from vandalism.
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Patterns of parallelism


Use parallel structures for elements connected by coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or, etc.) or correlative conjunctions (both . . . and, neither . . . nor, etc.):


In 1988 a Greek cyclist, backed up by
engineers,


physiologists,

and
athletes,

broke the world’s record for human flight

with neither
a boost


nor
a motor.


Use parallel structures for elements being compared or contrasted:


Pedal power

rather than
horse power

propelled the plane.


Use parallel structures for lists, outlines, or headings:
The four-hour flight was successful because


(1) the cyclist was very fit,


(2) he flew a straight course over water,

and
(3) he kept the aircraft near the water’s surface.

Improved

Changes in Renaissance
England

1.
Extension of trade routes

2.
Increased power of the
merchant class

3.
Death of feudalism

4.
Upsurge of the arts

5.
Encouragement of the
sciences

6.
Rise of religious quarrels
Ways to achieve variety among sentences


Vary the length and structure of sentences so that important ideas stand out (opposite).


Vary the beginnings of sentences with modifiers, transitional words and expressions, and occasional expletive constructions (p. 415).


Occasionally, invert the normal order of subject, verb, and object or complement (p. 418).


Occasionally, use a command, question, or exclamation (p. 418).
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Sentence length and structure
Suspenseful periodic sentence (p. 388) focuses
attention on meeting; details of place, time, and cause are in opening subordinate clause
Short sentence sums up
Cumulative sentence (p. 387) reflects linger-ing obstacles to peace
Short final sentence indicates futility of further struggle

