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Section 2

Writing Sentences

Now that you are choosing specific nouns and
strong verbs and pruning your verbosity down to
simple, straightforward English, let’s look at
sentences. Sentences can be fun. (They can also be
disgusting! But don’t worry. The only kind
allowed in this LightUnit are the fun ones.)

We will study two factors in writing good sen-
tences—logic and balance. The first will sharpen
your thinking (and give you a few laughs in the
process), and the second will give your sentences
rhythm.

Section 2 Objectives

Study these objectives. When you have completed this section, you should be able to –

– name four guidelines for sentence logic.

– recognize ambiguity in a sentence.

– place modifiers correctly in a sentence.

– identify mixed figures of speech.

– recognize redundancy in a sentence.

– use parallel structure when writing sentences with compound elements.

– name and recognize gerunds, infinitives, and participles.

Sentence Logic—Clarity

Lesson 5

Word to Know

ambiguous (am bigå yé wés). Able to be understood in several ways; unclear.

Sentences are made up of words. (Astounding,
isn’t it!) The trouble with words is that they each
have meaning, and all those little packages of
meaning must be arranged in an order that makes
sense. Look at this sentence:

The old screwdriver was used to open Mike’s
chest.

Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? Let’s use the

same words and rearrange them slightly.

Mike’s screwdriver was used to open the old
chest.

We are more comfortable with the second sen-
tence because we are more sure of what it means.
Mike probably is more comfortable, too, especially
if the only chest he has is the one under his collar-
bones.
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In this lesson and the next we’ll look at four
guidelines for sentence logic:

Guidelines for Logical Sentences
1. Avoid ambiguity.
2. Keep modifiers clear.
3. Be consistent in using figures of speech.
4. Avoid redundancy.

The first one relates directly to the sentence
about Mike and his chest.

1. Avoid ambiguity.

When the meaning of words or word groups
can be taken several ways, we say the meaning is
ambiguous. The intended meaning may be the
only sensible meaning. Other meanings may be
ridiculous (as with Mike’s chest or the slim black
lady’s pen and pencil set), but ambiguity shows
poor sentence logic.

Sometimes a word is ambiguous:
Ambiguous: Minor offenses are tried in juve-

nile court. (Are the offenses minor or does this
refer to offenses committed by minors?)

Better: Offenses committed by minors are
tried in juvenile court.

Ambiguous: Key arrangements made the
musical program a success. (Do the words key
arrangements refer to the music or to other
arrangements?)

Better: Special musical arrangements by the
director made the program a success.

Sometimes poor word arrangement causes
ambiguity:

Ambiguous: Without a doubt, the man
affirmed his statement. (Which man had no
doubt—the man, or the one reporting?)

Better: There was no question that the man
affirmed his statement.

Ambiguous: Swiftly and with many apologies,
John ran to the bank and corrected the overdraft.
(Was John apologizing along the way? Did he cor-
rect the overdraft swiftly?)

Better: Swiftly John ran to the bank and with
many apologies corrected the overdraft.

Unclear pronoun reference causes ambiguity.
Ambiguous: Sam gave Henry a book. He

decided he didn’t want it. (Who’s he?)
Better: Since Sam didn’t want the book, he

gave it to Henry.

Watch for words or statements that may be
taken several ways. Make sure pronouns have
clear antecedents. When the meaning is ambigu-
ous, the logic of the sentence breaks down.

Lesson 5
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Rewrite these sentences making the meaning clear.

1. Customers began demanding change.

2. No matter how much Sally helped her mother, she still complained.

3. With his head down, but very carefully, Benji went to the shed and made another search.

4. When the Millers entertain guests, they work hard.

5. William told the cashier he wanted to charge the battery.

2. Keep modifiers clear.
Nouns and pronouns sometimes need clarifica-

tion. The clarification may come through a word,
several words, a phrase, or even a clause. To keep
sentences clear, these clarifying words—called
modifiers—need to be close to the word they
modify.

The tall man is a missionary. (one word)
The tall, smiling man is a missionary. (two

words)
The man in the white shirt is a missionary.

(phrase)
The man who preached this morning is a mis-

sionary. (clause)

All the italicized words describe the man in the
sentence. All appear immediately before or after
the word man, and all are clear in their meaning.
But look out! We don’t always do so well.

Misplaced: The Bible from my grandfather,
old and dog-eared, is priceless. (If grandfa-
ther sees this sentence before you revised it,
he may box your ears.)

Better: The old and dog-eared Bible from my
grandfather is priceless.

Misplaced: Coming from my grandfather, I
really value that old Bible. (Although the
writer surely came from his grandfather, he
no doubt means his Bible.)

Better: Because that old Bible came from my
grandfather, it is valuable to me.

Misplaced: My father gave me a cover for the
Bible from my grandfather that I wouldn’t
do without. (Wouldn’t do without the grand-
father or the cover?)

Better: My grandfather gave me a Bible, and I
wouldn’t do without the cover my father
gave me for it.

Most problems with misplaced modifiers are
with phrases and clauses. Be especially careful
with introductory phrases and clauses. The noun
they modify should immediately follow as the sub-
ject of the sentence. To revise a sentence with a
misplaced modifier, put the modifier closer to the
noun. Sometimes you’ll need to totally rearrange
the sentence.
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Rewrite the following sentences, keeping the modifier clear.

6. Dilapidated and falling apart, my father decided to tear down the coop.

7. The coop at the east end of the garden that my father tore down was worthless.

8. I remember one lesson I learned in that dilapidated coop, funny and yet sobering.

9. The chicks from Warner Brothers, just one week old, needed heat lamps.

10. I forgot to turn on the lamps for the young chicks that we had strung up overhead.

11. Coming out in the morning, at least half the chicks were dead, we discovered.

LOOKING BACK . . .

Complete these sentences about keeping writing simple.

12. Too many writers avoid . They generally can

simply and clearly, but when it comes to , they fall into verbosity.

13. There are many standard that clutter our language; you don’t notice them

much in , but they rob the writer of clarity.

14. Nos. 12 and 13 could be summarized in two simple rules:

1) Keep it . 2) Cut out the .

15. Our writing will be more natural and interesting when we imitate our
patterns when we write.

Deflate these inflated phrases or terms. Most can be expressed in one word.

16. at this juncture in time

17. approximately

18. ahead of schedule

19. a large proportion of

20. at this point in time

21. give due consideration to

22. in greater abundance
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23. from the financial standpoint

24. in this day and age

25. at the present time

26. give assistance to

27. until such a time as

28. methodology

Rewrite these sentences in simple English.

29. I have not achieved anything in the past one hour period of time.

30. After a lengthy period of quite nearly an hour of forced inactivity in the doctor’s outer waiting
room, the receptionist finally gave me a call to enter into the doctor’s inner offices.

Sentence Logic—Consistency and Simplicity

Lesson 6

Word to Know

redundant (ri dénå dént). Unnecessarily repetitious.

3. Be consistent in using figures of
speech.
Figures of speech are figurative expres-

sions that create forceful mental impressions—He
drove the point home with a story of his boyhood.
Figures of speech add color and flavor to writing.
But figures of speech must have a logical and
appropriate relationship to the idea they portray.
Furthermore, two (or more) figures of speech
must not be combined illogically.
Inappropriate figures of speech:
The four-year-old was soaring on eagle’s wings

after Bill gave her a piece of bubble gum.
(“Soaring on eagle’s wings” conveys strength over
adversity, not childish glee.)

Faith burst like a tiger into his heart. (Tigers
burst into things but usually for destructive
purposes.)

Mixed figures of speech:
A host of people flocked into the church like an

avalanche. (The results of flocks and avalanches
arriving are usually not similar.)

Julie’s face was a garden of innocence that
spoke volumes. (Gardens don’t speak.)
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Take each of the four sentences above and rewrite them, using appropriate figures of speech.

1.

2.

3.

4.

4. Avoid redundancy.

Words or phrases that are repetitive in mean-
ing are said to be redundant. Remember the sen-
tence at the beginning of this LightUnit? You may
choose a flower of your own choice. The problem
here is redundancy. One could simply say, “You
may choose a flower.” See if you can find the
redundancy in these examples:

Joe was a nominal Christian in name only.
The tall oak towered over the surrounding jack

pines.

The ground squirrel quickly raced to its burrow.
Social programs designed to help society are

bleeding the economy.
This airplane is unique in that it is the only

one of its kind.
Jill’s eyes suddenly flashed with anger.
The crippling arthritis rendered his hands

useless.

Rewrite each of the above sentences, correcting the redundancy.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

Write a one-word replacement for these redundant phrases.

12. adequate enough

13. entirely complete

14. absolutely unique

15. knelt on his knees

16. each and every one
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LOOKING BACK . . .

Rewrite these sentences to make the modifiers clear.

17. That blue minivan beside the garage with the luggage rack is ours.

18. Kim found her missing library book cleaning out the hall closet.

19. Picking up some fallen clothes from the closet floor, the book appeared out of a pair of pajamas.

20. Gracefully swooping around the house, Nathan watched the swallows.

21. Taking a sugar cube from her pocket, the horse came to meet Jennifer as soon as she entered
the gate.

Rewrite these sentences to remove the ambiguity.

22. Rita told Rachel that she had put the sewing book in her mother’s car.

23. Waving good-bye to everyone, Dad drove to the airport and boarded a small shuttle jet.

List the four rules for logical sentences from Lessons 5 and 6.

24.


