UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY
Student Success Centre

Tips for Structuring Sentences

Clear and understandable sentences help you portray your ideas to the readers. Academic
writing relies on a variety of sentences that are clear and correct to fuel your argument and
build paragraphs to support your thesis. This handout will give you some tips and strategies to
create strong sentence structure.

Avoid Nominalizations

Nominalization is the process of turning a verb or adjective into a noun. For instance,
“implementation” is a nominalization of the verb “implement”, and “necessity is a
nominalization of the adjective “necessary”. Nominalization places emphasis on the action
instead of the actor. Nominalization can be common in academic writing as it tends to give
writing a more formal tone. However, excessive use of nominalization can also make your
writing more wordy, less clear, and more passive in tone.

How to identify nominalizations

There are certain sentence features that can help you identify nominalization. Here are three
things to look for in a sentence you suspect may contain nominalizations:

1. Check the sentence for a "supporting” verb.

Nominalizations often appear in constructions with light verbs (e.g. make, give, do, have, take,
etc.). Light verbs are verbs that have little semantic meaning on their own, and almost always
require a complement, (usually a noun phrase, often a nominalization) to complete their
meaning.

Example:
She gave an explanation.

The example sentence above contains the light verb “gave”, which requires "an explanation” to
complete the meaning of the action. This indicates that explanation is a nominalization of the
verb explain.

2. Check if the noun represents an action or process.

Nominalizations often express an action, event, or process rather than a concrete thing.
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Examples:
1. Nominalization as an action

Example sentence: The professor made a recommendation that students review the
course syllabus.

In the example above, recommendation is a nominalization of the verb recommend. Thus, the
nominalization indicates the action of recommending.

2. Nominalization as an event
Example sentence: The graduation was held outdoors due to the large crowd.

In the example above, graduation is a nominalization of the verb graduate. Thus, the
nominalization indicates the ceremonial event of people graduating.

3. Nominalization as Process
Example sentence: The development of the research proposal took several weeks.

In the example above, recommendation is a nominalization of the verb recommend. Thus, the
nominalization indicates the process of creating the app.

3. Identify the noun and check for suffixes.
Certain suffixes can indicate that a noun is a nominalization. These include:

e -tion /-sion (e.g., implementation, discussion, decision)
e -ment (e.g., development, agreement)

e -ance/-ence (e.g., performance, resistance)

e -ity (e.g., responsibility, activity)

e -al(e.g., proposal, arrival)

e -ing (gerunds like training, planning)

e -ance/-ence (e.g., performance, resistance)

e -ity (e.g., responsibility, activity)

e -al (e.g., proposal, arrival)

-ing (e.g. gerunds like training, planning)

Grammer guideline: When to replace nominalizations with strong verbs

Nominalizations are not grammatically incorrect, and they can be used strategically withing
writing. Therefore, it is not necessary to eliminate nominalization from your writing entirely.
However, when reviewing your writing, be conscious of any sentence that seems unnecessarily
wordy or abstract. Such sentences will often be improved by removing the nominalization. If
you encounter an awkward sentence that contains a nominalization, ask yourself: Can | express
this idea more directly with a verb?

You can use the following decision guide to determine if a nominalization should be replaced by
a strong verb in a particular sentence:
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Decision Guide:
Step 1:
Is there a nominalization in the sentence?
If yes: Go to Step 2.
If no: No revision is needed.
Step 2:
Ask yourself: Is the nominalization paired with a light verb?
If yes: Go to Step 3.
If no: Go to Step 4.

Step 3:
Ask yourself: Can | identify a strong verb that corresponds to the nominalization?
If yes: Replace the nominalization with the strong verb.

If no: Go to Step 4.

Step 4:
Can | express this idea more directly with a verb, even if it’s not a direct substitution?
If yes: Revise the sentence to use a clearer, more active verb.

If no: Go to Step 5.

Step 5:

Ask yourself: Is the nominalization necessary for tone, emphasis, or naming a specific event or
concept (e.g., naming an event like Graduation or Orientation)?

If yes: Keep the nominalization.

If no: Replace the nominalization with a strong verb if possible.

Guideline implementation: How to replace a nominalization with a strong verb

If you Identify a sentence that seems rambling or unclear, you can identify and replace
nominalizations using the following steps:

Step 1: Identify potential nominalizations.

Search the sentence for indicators of nominalization, such as the presence of light verbs, nouns
expressing actions events or processes, and nouns with common nominalization suffixes.
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Step 2: Identify the base verb.

Once you find a nominalization, identify the strong verb that the nominalization is based on.

Step 3: Rewrite the sentence using the strong verb

Replace the light verb + nominalization phrase with the strong verb and adjust the sentence
structure accordingly.

Step 4: Check for Sentence Clarity and Flow

Replacing a nominalization with a strong verb may have other impacts on the grammar of the
sentence. Read your rewritten sentence aloud to confirm that it is clear and make any
adjustments needed to ensure that is grammatically correct.

Tip: If you are unable to identify the base verb of the nominalization, look for a way to express
the main idea using a strong, active verb, even if it’s not directly related to the nominalization.

Example:

Sentence with nominalization: The professor conducted an evaluation of student’s project
work.

Revised sentence: The professor graded the student’s project work

In the example above the light verb + nominalization “conducted an evaluation”: is replaced by
the strong verb “graded”.

Review the following examples and note the difference between the two sentences:

Weak: The information received is an indication of strong interest but is insufficient for
the justification of the implementation of the program.

Better: The information indicates strong interest but does not justify implementing the
program.

Active vs. Passive Voice

When a sentence is in the active voice the subject of the sentence performs the action. The
active voice makes your writing more clear, concise, and lively. The active voice often preferred
in academic writing because active voice creates a clear and authoritative tone. Using active
voice in your writing can help to clarify ideas and keep the analysis central. Additionally,
sentences written in active voice are more concise as they use less words to express action.

When a sentence is in the passive voice, the subject receives the action (i.e. the subject is acted
upon). Passive voice is common in scientific writing for this reason as it emphasizes the results
of research. The passive voice also can create a weak/subtler tone in writing. For this reason,
the passive voice is generally not preferred outside of scientific disciplines. However there are
ways to effectively use passive voice as a stylistic tool in academic writing. You can use passive
voice when want to deemphasize the agent of an action, or when you want to highlight the
object of the action. Additionally, the passive voice can be useful in instances where you want
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to present your claims cautiously or tentatively, instead of presenting them as absolute fact (an
approach known as hedging).

The following examples demonstrate the difference between passive and active voice.

Example sentence in passive voice: The client’s file was reviewed, and a determination was
made about eligibility for benefits.

Example sentence in active voice: We reviewed the client’s file and determined that he was
eligible for benefits.

When determining whether to use active or passive voice, you should consider the tone you
wish to convey with your writing. However, if tone is not an important consideration, it is often
preferable to rewrite passive sentences in the active voice. If you identify a sentence in the
passive voice, you can rewrite it in the active voice by implementing a few simple steps.

Converting sentences from passive to active voice:

The following steps provide guidance for rewriting a passive sentence in the active voice. The
steps are demonstrated using the following example passive sentence:

"The assignments are graded by the instructor every week."

Step 1: Identify the agent of the action

The agent is the person or thing that persons the action of the sentence. Many passive
sentences include the construction “by + agent”, which can help you to identify the agent.
Note: If no agent is mentioned in the sentence, try to infer the agent from context.

Demonstration: In the example sentence the phrase “by the instructor" indicates that the
“the instructor” is the agent.

Step 2: Make the agent the subject of the sentence.
Demonstration: To convert the Example sentence “the instructor” will become the subject
of the active sentence.

Step 3: Change the verb phrase from passive to active form

Many passive sentences employ a verb phrase structure that combines a form of the verb "to
be" with a past participle. This can help you identify the verb in a passive construction.

Demonstration: The example sentence contains the passive verb phrase “are graded” (“are”
is a form of the verb "to be" and “graded” is a past participle).

To change the verb phrase to an active form, drop the “to be” verb and use the base verb of the
participle as the main verb of the sentence. Note: Make sure to adjust the base verb to a form
which agrees with the subject of the sentence in tense, person and number.

Demonstration: To convert the verb phrase in the example sentence to an active form, drop
"are" and use base verb “grade”. When adjusted to agree with the subject in tense, person
and number (in this case, present, 3™ person, singular), the resultant verb is “grades”.
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Step 4: Rearrange the sentence.

The subject of the original passive sentence will become the object of the corresponding active
sentence. Also check to ensure that any sentence elements unimpacted by the change of voice
still fit grammatically within the overall sentence structure.

Demonstration: The subject of the passive example sentence (“the assignments”) becomes
the object of the revised active sentence. The placement of the adverbial phrase “every
week” is still grammatically correct.

Final revised active sentence: “The instructor grades the assignments every week.”

Revise for Concision

Concise writing involves choosing and implementing the best words for your sentence. Being
concise doesn’t necessarily mean as few words as possible but, instead, using words effectively
to avoid being redundant. For instance, if you are using technical words, take the time to
explain them the first time you use them to prevent yourself from having to return to the
concepts later.

One way to revise for concussion involves getting rid of "it is" and "there are" sentence
openings.

Example 1:
Weak structure: “It was easy for the committee to make a decision.”
Better structure: “The committee easily came to a decision.”
Example 2:
Weak structure: “There are many ways in which we can improve the program.”
Better structure: “We can improve the program in many ways.”

In both of the examples above, the second sentence has greater clarity and concision than the
first sentence.

Keep Subjects and Verbs Close Together

Keeping subjects and verbs close together helps to make your writing more direct and easier to
understand. When the subject and verb are separated by too much information (known as
overloading the subject), the reader can become confused about the main action or misread
the sentence. Overloading the subject of a sentence can also increase the likelihood of making
grammatical mistakes. The following examples illustrate the impact of keeping subjects and
verbs close together on the clarity of the sentence.
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Example 1:

Students’ motivation for going to university, their learning styles, their study habits, their
time management skills, their reading and writing skills, and their preparation for university-
level study all affect their performance in university.

Example 2:

Several factors affect students’ performance in university; these include: students’
motivation for going to university, their learning styles, their study habits, their time
management skills, their reading and writing skills, and their preparation for university-level
study.

Example 1 has an overloaded subject which introduces too much information before the main
verb. This makes the sentence unclear and confusing for a reader. Example 2 has stronger
sentence structure because it keeps the subject and verb close together, enhancing readability.
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