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Exploring 
Sentence 

Structure
Art Lightstone

Mastering the use of oneôs own language, both 

written and verbal, is probably the single most 

effective thing one can do to ensure their 

academic, professional, and personal success.

Sentence parts include:
Åsubject

Åpredicate

Åclause (main, subordinate, relative, noun)  

Åphrase

Åobject

Sentence structures include:
Åsimple

Åcompound

Åcomplex

Åcompound-complex

Sentence types include:
Ådeclarative

Åinterrogative

Åimperative

Åexclamatory

Sentence Types

ÅA declarative sentence is used to make a statement.

ÅAn interrogative sentence is used to pose a question.

ÅAn imperative sentence is used to give a command or to 

implore or entreat.

ÅAn exclamatory sentence is used to express astonishment or 

extreme emotion. 

Most of the sentences we speak or write are declarative sentences. 

Declarative Sentences

ÅIt's lunch time.

ÅWe are going to the game on Friday.

ÅMy car is out of gasoline.

ÅMy parents keep telling me that I should make good grades so I 

can get a job or go to college. 

ÅWe frequently ask questions, perhaps not as frequently as we 

should. 

Interrogative sentences

ÅWhat time does the movie start?

ÅHow many people from your graduating class went to college?

ÅIs there a reason why these dirty clothes are in the middle of the 

floor?

ÅWhat are they serving in the cafeteria today? 

Imperative sentences

People who have authority use imperative sentences. Sometimes, 

people who don't have authority use imperative sentences. The 

results may differ. 

ÅWash the car.

ÅClean up your room.

ÅMartin, report to the counsellor.

ÅPlease donate to the community charity fund. 

We say that sentences must have a subject and a verb. Note that 

some of the above sentences do not seem to have a subject. The 

subject is implied, and the implied subject is you. You wash the car. 

Youclean up your room. ñYouò is a second person pronoun. It isn't 

possible to make a command statement in first person or third 

person. 
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Exclamatory Sentences

Exclamatory sentences are rarely used in expository writing. Spoken 

exclamations are often a single word or an incomplete sentence. 

Grammarians indicate that formal exclamatory sentences begin with 

the word what or with the word how. Most of the exclamations we 

encounter are informal. 

ÅWhat a beautiful night!

ÅHow happy we were when the dawn came and our flag was still 

there!

ÅWhat did you do to your hair?! (exclamation formed as a 

question)

ÅI just won 500 dollars! (exclamation formed as a declarative 

sentence) 

Before we continue, it is important to distinguish between the ñparts 

of speechò and the ñparts of a sentence.ò 

Ą In examining parts of speech we focus on words and phrases and 

their relationships to each other. 

ĄIn examining parts of a sentence we focus on words and phrases 

and their relationships to the thought, or thoughts, being expressed 

in the sentence. 

Ą Parts of a sentence include the subject, predicate, object, clause, 

and phrase. 

ĄA sentence can be defined as a group of words containing a 

subject and a predicate and expressing a complete thought. 

Parts of a Sentence 

Subject: The subject or of a sentence is the noun, pronoun or noun 

phrase that precedes and governs the main verb. The subject is 

what (or whom) the sentence is about. (The party who performs the 

action, or being described.)

Predicate: Tells something about the subject. It is the verb and any 

complement of the verb, which can include the object, adverbial, etc. 

(The action or description.) 

Object: Part of the predicate, the object is the person or thing that is 

created, affected or altered by the action of a verb, or appreciated or 

sensed by the subject of the verb. (The party that is acted upon.)

Clause: A group of words containing a subject and verb. If the 

clause completes a thought, then it is an independent clause (aka

main or principle). If a clause does not complete a thought, then it is 

a dependent clause (aka subordinate). 

Phrase: A phrase is a group of words acting together as a single 

part of speech. A phrase does not contain both a subject and a verb. 

Independent Clause 

An independent clause includes a subject and a verb. 

An independent clause is a clause that is not introduced by a 

subordinating term. 

An independent clause is the main idea of the sentence and is not 

dependent on another clause for meaning and context. It does not 

modify anything, and it can stand alone as a complete sentence. 

Independent clauses are sometimes called principal or main 

clauses.

Example: The hungry boy whispered to his sister because his 

throat hurt.

The underlined portion of the above sentence is an independent 

clause. 

Subordinate Clause

A subordinate clause is usually introduced by a subordinating 

element such as a subordinating conjunction or relative pronoun. It 

depends on the rest of the sentence for its meaning. It does not 

express a complete thought, so it does not stand alone. It must 

always be attached to a main clause that completes the meaning. 

Subordinate clauses normally act as single part of speech. They can 

be either noun clauses, adjective clauses, or adverb clauses. 

They are sometimes called dependent clauses because they 

"depend" on a main clause to give them meaning. 

The italicised clauses above are subordinate clauses. The first one is 

an adjective clause because it describes a noun (the word clause). 

The second one is an adverb clause which describes a verb (the 

word called). 

Example: The hungry boy whispered to his sister because his throat hurt.

The underlined portion of the above sentence is a dependent clause. 

The Relative Clause

A relative clause (aka adjective or adjectival clause) is a type of subordinate 

clause that has three characteristics:

1. It will contain a subject and verb. 

2. It will begin with a relative pronoun [who, whom, whose, that, or which] 

or a relative adverb [when, where, or why]. 

3. It will function as an adjective, answering the questions What kind? How 

many? or Which one?

The relative clause will follow one of these two patterns:

relative pronoun or adverb + subject + verb

relative pronoun as subject + verb (Some grammarians 

argue that this structure produces an incomplete thought.)
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