
DBB 308 WRITING IN A FOREIGN LANGUAGE
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Clauses

 Clauses are the building blocks of sentences. A clause is a group of words 

that contains (at least) a subject and a verb. 
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 An independent clause contains a subject and a verb and expresses a 

complete thought. It can stand alone as a sentence by itself. An 

independent clause is formed with a subject and a verb and often a 

complement.
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 A dependent clause begins with a subordinator such as when, while, if, that,

or who. A dependent clause does not express a complete thought, so it is 

not a sentence by itself. A dependent clause is also called a sentence 

fragment. A dependent clause is formed with a subordinator, a subject,

and a verb. 
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 The four basic kinds of sentences in English are simple, compound,

complex, and compound-complex. 

 A simple sentence is one independent clause. 

 A compound sentence is two or more independent clauses joined

together. There are three ways to join the clauses: 
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 A complex sentence contains one independent clause and one (or more) 

dependent clause(s). In a complex sentence, one idea is generally more 

important than the other. We place the more important idea in the 

independent clause and the less important idea in the dependent clause. 
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 A compound-complex sentence has at least three clauses.You can use 

almost any combination of dependent and independent clauses. Just be 

sure that there is at least one independent clause. In the following

examples, independent clauses are underlined with a solid line and 

dependent clauses with a dotted line. 
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 Parallelism is an important element in English writing, especially when you 

are listing and comparing and contrasting items or ideas. Parallelism means 

that each item in a list or comparison follows the same grammatical 

pattern. If you are writing a list and the first item in your list is a noun, write all 

the following items as nouns also. If the first item is an -ing word, make all 

the others -ing words; if it is an adverb clause, make all the others adverb 

clauses. 
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 Choppy sentences are sentences that are too short. Short sentences can 

be effective in certain situations. For instance, when you want to make an 

impact, use a short sentence. 

 However, overuse of short sentences is considered poor style in academic 

writing. 
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 A stringy sentence is a sentence with too many clauses, usually connected 

with and, but, so, and sometimes because. It often results from writing the 

way you speak, going on and on like a string without an end. To correct a 

stringy sentence, divide it and/or recombine the clauses, remembering to 

subordinate when appropriate. 
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Punctuation Rules

 Using correct punctuation is important because punctuation conveys 

meaning just as words do. Consider these two sentences: 

 Eat children.

Eat, children. 

 Both sentences are commands, but the first sentence would be correct 

only in a society of cannibals! Learn and practice the rules of punctuation 

until you are confident about using them correctly. 
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 Commas are sometimes troublesome to learners of English because they 

are used differently in other languages. There are many comma rules in 

English, but you may remember them more easily if you realize that they 

can be organized into just four main groups: introducers, coordinators, 

inserters, and tags. 
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 Using semicolons is not difficult if you remember that a semicolon (;) is more 

like a period than a comma. It is a very strong punctuation mark. 

Semicolons are used in three places:

1. Between two sentences that are closely connected in idea

2. Before conjunctive adverbs and some transition phrases when they are

followed by an independent clause

3. Between items in a series when the items themselves contain commas 
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 Using a colon at the end of an independent clause focuses attention on 

the words following the colon. After a colon, we often write lists, 

appositives, and direct quotations. 
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 Quotation marks have three basic uses: to enclose direct quotations, to

enclose unusual words, and to enclose titles of short works. 
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