
Keep the Reader Reading: A 
Workshop on Sentence Flow and 

Clarity



We will discuss:
● What makes a sentence
● Active and passive verbs
● Cohesion and conciseness



What is a sentence?
Sentence = independent clause

SUBJECT        VERB OBJECT

Example: I eat apples. 

I (subject) eat (verb) apples (object). 



What are fragments and dependent clauses?

Fragments- can’t stand alone as sentences
Dependent clauses- may have a subject and verb, but doesn’t express a 

complete thought, usually because it starts with a subordinating 
conjunction

I bake the most delicious pies. Want to share. 

I would cook more, but I am easily distracted. Combined with a lack of 
fine motor skills. I am a mess in the kitchen.

While I’m in the kitchen. I feel so full of life.



What is a run-on?

Run-ons =when independent clauses are connected to each other. 

Example: I eat apples they are so good I like to make pies with them 
my friends are tired of hearing about my love of apples I love them 

they are a good source of fiber.



How do we address run-ons and fragments?

For
And
Nor
But
Or
Yet 
So

 

Coordinating 
Conjunctions

Subordinating 
Conjunctions

Although
Because 
However
In order to 
While
Since

Connect 
independent clauses 
to each other--you 
need a comma!

Connect 
dependent 
clauses to 
independent 
clauses

Don’t be afraid to 
rearrange your sentence 

when you identify 
run-on/fragment 

patterns. Play with your 
writing.  



Verbs, ● Active vs Passive
● Exercises
● Cohesion
● ConcisionOr Stuff We Do

Sources:
UMass Writing Center, 
https://www.umass.edu/writingcenter/flow-and-cohesion
Columbia College Academic Achievement Center, 
https://www.gocolumbia.edu/aac/ActivePassiveVoice.pdf

https://www.umass.edu/writingcenter/flow-and-cohesion
https://www.gocolumbia.edu/aac/ActivePassiveVoice.pdf


Active vs Passive

Active voice is when a sentence has a 
subject that acts upon its verb. 

Passive voice is a sentence where a subject 
is a recipient of a verb's action.

In this first sentence, the verb IS is being applied 
to the subject noun you, while the verb DO is 
being applied to the noun-phrase a review of 
the data. This is a passive sentence.

Our request IS that you DO a review of the data. 

In this second case, the subject noun we is 
carrying out the verb to REQUEST, and the 
subject noun you is to enact the verb REVIEW. 
This is an active sentence.

We REQUEST that you REVIEW the data. 



Active/Passive: Tips & Tricks

Identifying the Passive:  We need to find our 
passive verbs before we can evaluate 
whether or not to change them.  While 
you’re editing, try underlining all the “to be” 
verbs, since these are often paired with 
other verbs to make passive constructions.  
The verbs you’re looking for are: am, are, is, 
was, were, be, become, became.  Once 
you’ve identified these verbs, check to see 
if they are necessary, or if the sentence 
would be clearer or stronger without them. 

Exceptions to the Rules:  Passive voice can be 
useful when the identity of the person 
performing the action is irrelevant, unknown, or 
purposefully left out. 

In scientific writing, passive voice is more readily 
accepted because it allows the author to write 
without having to identify particular 
researchers. 

Example: The beaker was filled with a saline 
solution. 

Passive voice is useful when describing an act 
of god or an action whose agent is unknown. 

Example: Thousands of people were killed in 
the earthquake. 



Active/Passive: Tips & Tricks
Note: When using passive voice, only use the 
"by..." phrase if the agent of the action must be 
known in order to convey the main idea of the 
sentence. 

Necessary: Our textbook was written by John 
Langdan. 

Not Necessary: Many varieties of grapes are grown 
in California by farmers. 

Note: We depend on the beginning of a 
sentence to give us a context of what we know 
before we follow the sentence to read what’s 
new.  A sentence confuses us when it opens 
with information that is new and unexpected. 

A confusing sentence that doesn’t provide 
context until the end:

The weight given to industrial competitiveness 
as opposed to the value we attach to liberal 
arts will determine our decision.  

We need the passive verb phrase to set up 
the new information: 

Our decision will be determined by the weight 
we give to industrial competitiveness as 
opposed to the value we attach to the liberal 
arts.



Exercises:

https://www.englishforeveryone.org/PDFs/Active%20-%20Passive%20Voice.pdf

Changing Passive to Active: To change a passive-voice sentence 
to active voice, find the subject in a "by..." phrase, or consider 
carefully who or what is performing the action. Make that agent 
the subject of the sentence, and change the verb. 

A novel is being read by George. (passive) 

George is reading a novel. (active) 

https://www.englishforeveryone.org/PDFs/Active%20-%20Passive%20Voice.pdf


Note on Cohesion

1. Begin sentences with information familiar to your readers.  Readers get that information from 
two sources:  first, they remember words from the sentence they just read.  Second, readers 
bring to a sentence a general knowledge of its subject.  In a paper on black holes, for example, 
readers would find references to “astronomers”  familiar, even without prior mention.

2. End sentences with information that readers cannot anticipate.  Readers prefer to read what’s 
easy before what’s hard, and what’s familiar and simple is easier to understand that what’ new 
and complex.  

Try this: While editing, check for these words: this, these, that, those, another, such, second, or more. 
Writers often refer to something in a previous sentence with these kinds of words. When you use any of 
those signals, try to put them at or close to the beginning of the sentence that you use them in.



Notes on Concision
Delete meaningless words. Some words are verbal tics that we use unconsciously:

kind of actually

Particular really

Certain various

Virtually individual

Basically generally

Given practically



Notes on Concision
Delete doubled words. Most of these paired words are redundant:

full and complete hope and trust

any and all true and accurate

each and every basic and fundamental

hopes and desires first and foremost

various and sundry



Notes on Concision
Change negatives to affirmatives.  When you express an idea in the negative form, it requires an 
extra word, since “same” = “not different.”  If you want to emphasize the negative, do not 
translate it!

not different→ similar

not many  → few

not the same → different

not often → rarely

not allow → prevent

not stop → continue

not notice → overlook

not include → omit



Sources:
UMass Writing Center, https://www.umass.edu/writingcenter/flow-and-cohesion

Columbia College Academic Achievement Center, https://www.gocolumbia.edu/aac/ActivePassiveVoice.pdf

https://www.umass.edu/writingcenter/flow-and-cohesion
https://www.gocolumbia.edu/aac/ActivePassiveVoice.pdf

