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Writing Sentences 
 

Academic writing can place extra demands on your use of grammar because you 
need to communicate complex and subtle meanings clearly. If you find it difficult to 
construct grammatical sentences the following may help.  

 

What makes a sentence? 
A sentence is a group of words that makes up a complete unit of sense.  Obviously, 
the challenge is recognising what a complete unit of sense is.  In many instances we 
can apply our “common” sense.  For example walking in the park is not a sentence 
because it leaves us wondering “who” or “what” is walking in the park.  An initial 
step, if you are unsure about your own sentences, is to read them aloud to see if 
they supply enough information to stand alone. The next step is to know the basics 
of sentence construction.  
 

Every sentence must include: 
• A subject (which tells what or who the sentence is about) 

• A predicate (a statement about the subject) 
 

For 
example: 

The cat (subject) chased the mouse (predicate). 

 
The predicate must always include a finite verb. A verb is a word that denotes action 
or being, and a finite verb is a verb that places its subject in the past, present or 
future. The finite verb in the above sentence is chased because it tells us what the 
cat did in the past.   
 
We often want to include a lot more information in sentences: 
 

• We might want to add a word or a group of words that say something more 
about a subject.  

For 
example: 

The hungry cat chased the mouse.   

The cat, which had not eaten all day, chased the mouse. 

(Notice how, in the second of these examples, the extra information is separated off 
by two commas so that it doesn’t get in the way of the main part of the sentence.) 
 
 
 



   
 

                                                                                                                                                                 
 

 
 

• We might want to say more about the action: 

For 
example: 

The cat, which had not eaten all day, ravenously chased the 
mouse. 

 

• We can add more still, perhaps placing the subject or action in a location or in 
time:   

For 
example: 

The cat, which had not eaten all day, ravenously chased the mouse 
across the barn. 

We now know where the action took place. 
 
The sentence is more complicated but can still be divided into two, distinct sections: 
Subject:  the cat, which had not eaten all day 
Predicate:  ravenously chased the mouse across the barn 
 
There are two possible areas of confusion when looking at sentences in this way.  

1 The sentence above now has two verbs: had not eaten and chased.  Some 
sentences have even more. You must make sure that you include a main verb 
that comments directly on what the subject does or is.  In this case the subject 
(cat) chased (main verb).  It would not make sense to simply say: The cat, which 
had not eaten. 

 
2 The subject of a sentence is not always an object like a cat or a research project. 

Sometimes, groups of words are used as subjects and these may include verbs.   

For 
example: 

Working in the library all day is tiring. 

 
The subject of this sentence is working in the library. The subject can always be 
identified by finding the main verb and asking ‘what is it that is, or performs the 
stated action? So, what is it that is tiring? Working in the library is tiring.  

 

Subject-Verb Agreement 
If the subject of your sentence is singular, make sure that its verb is also singular. 
Likewise, if the subject is plural, make sure that its verb is plural too. 

For 
example: 

 Both of us has… 

 

 The nation were… 

 

 Tesco, a multi-national 
company, are… 

✓ Lawrence and Fielding are… 

(plural, there are two 
people) 

✓ The group was... 

(singular, it is one group) 

✓ Tesco retains… 

(singular, it is one company) 

 



   
 

                                                                                                                                                                 
 

 
 

Noun-Pronoun Agreement 
Pronouns replace nouns in speech (instead of repeating a subject in full each time 
we use she, his, its, their etc).  Make sure that singular pronouns replace singular 
nouns, and that plural pronouns replace plural nouns. 

For 
example: 

 The nation was facing their 
worst ordeal 

 

 The council are giving the 
matter its urgent attention 

✓ The nation was facing its 
worst ordeal 

(one nation) 

✓ The council is giving the 
matter its urgent attention 

(one council) 

 
 

Four General Guidelines for Writing Sentences 
1 Keep sentences simple. As a rule of thumb, each sentence should express one 

idea.  Avoid making sentences complicated because you think they seem 
more academic that way. As Einstein said: “Everything should be made as 
simple as possible but not simpler”.   

2 Try to divide a long, cumbersome, or confused sentence into separate 
sentences.  

3 When struggling with a particular sentence, question whether you know 
enough about what you want to say. Perhaps you haven’t understood or 
organized the material well enough in your mind. 

4 Adopt the habits of respected writers. As you read academic texts, consider 
the way they are written. How does the author put sentences together? 
Occasionally you will come across a writer whose style you really like. Why 
not copy that? 
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