Geoff Barton: Teaching simple sentences

Beware the curse of the comma splice.

This is the term for putting a comma between two sentences instead of a full stop. Any serious and accurate user of English knows to avoid it. But asked to punctuate the following sentences, many of our pupils would probably reach for a comma:

School meals are tasteless     they are very expensive.

In fact, even though these are two sentences about the same subject, they have to be separated by a full stop or semi-colon. Semi-colons are ideal for showing the link between two related clauses. They stand in place of the word and. But a full stop also does the job.

So how do we wean pupils off comma splices?

The key, I think, is always to link grammar to effect. Establish the principle of what a simple sentence is (it contains a subject and a verb chain and can make sense on its own). Then get pupils exploring simple sentences in context. For example, they are ideal for instructions:

Cut the mango into tiny cubes. Put aside. Chop a small red onion.

In fiction, they can also build suspense:

He walked through the door. He paused. He listened. He heard a sound to his left. He looked around. Something moved.

In essays they can add clarity and reassurance at the start and end of paragraphs.

Macbeth begins as a hero. His skills on the battlefield, although brutal and merciless, show his extreme courage. He saves the day for his soldiers and undoubtedly turns the fate of the battle to victory. Like his supporters, we admire him.

All of this models for pupils the fact that very short sentences, separated by full stops, are a part of our language toolkit. Rather than be wary of them, we should recognise their power and usefulness. Then use them.
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