|ncompl ete Sentences
A il Sheet

Incomplete sentences can be problem for young writers. An incomplete sentence may be
defined as any word or group of words that creates the subject of a sentence, but failsto
create a predicate An example will help explain.

The brown dog with a bushy tail ran through the woods.

In the sentence above, the complete subject is*“The brown dog with abushy tal.” The
subject iscompletein that it includes dl the words that describe the word “dog,” which is
what we would cal the simple subject.

The rest of the sentence, “ran through thewoods,” isthe predicate. A predicateisthe
section of the sentence that describes the action taken by the subject. Y ou can usudly
identify the predicate by asking yoursdf what the subject of the sentence did, like this:
“What did the brown dog with a bushy tail do? Heran through the woods.”

If we were to create an incomplete sentence out of “The brown dog with abushy tail ran
through the woods,” dl we d have to do isdiminate the predicate, like this

The brown dog with a bushy tail.

But because the definition of an incomplete sentenceisany word or group of words that
creates the subject of a sentence, but failsto create a predicate, we might aso come up
with one of the following:

Brown dog.
The brown dog.
The brown dog with a bushy tail.

Note that neither “ The brown dog with” nor “The brown dog with a” are considered
incomplete sentences. The reason for thisistha neither of them form a compl ete subject;
no native spesker of English would ever create such a congruction, for it would defy

even the smplest rules of language.

Explanation of the Problem:

In order to understand where incomplete sentences come from, we must first understand
what incomplete sentences truly are. An incomplete sentence - in addition to being the
subject or complete subject of a sentence - isasngle, complete, individud image in the
reeder or writer’smind.



The sgnificance of that |ast latement cannot be recognized until we couple it with the
fact that our mind thinksin terms of Sngle, complete, individua images. Thought
processes may not be broken down into net, tidy sentences complete with capita letters
and periods, but they are broken down into a series of congtantly moving images. The
only way to interpret the constantly moving stream isto bresk it down into Sngle,
complete, individua images. It is perfectly acceptable, for ingtance, to visudize“A
brown dog with a bushy tail,” or asmple “brown dog.” The mind has no problem
understanding these concepts. Try envisoning “a brown,” however, and you'll find
yourself a aloss.

The problem arises when individua, complete images are written down without a
predicate. If, on apiece of paper, you were to see the words “ A brown dog” followed by
aperiod, your mind would immediately ask a series of question, such as, “What about a
brown dog?’ or “What’s the point of this? | understand that there’ s a brown dog, but
what’sit doing?’

Communication demands complete thoughts. If you walk up to someone and attempt to
introduce yoursdlf, it is not acceptable to smply say, “My name,” and expect the person
to understand what you're talking about. Likewise, it is equaly unacceptable to walk up
to aperson and say (without adding anything ese), “Jack,” or “Marge,” or whatever
other name you might imagine.

How to Fix It:

Writers must understand that for every single, complete, individua image they put on
paper, they must aso put some corresponding action (also known as averb or predicate).
As previoudy dtated, it is not sufficient to smply say, “My name.” Such acongtruction
isessentialy meaningless. Ingteed, you must sy, “My nameis Jack,” or something
amilar. Likewise, it isnot sufficient to only say, “ A brown dog with a bushy tail,” or
“Thecat,” or “My favorite color.” All the aforementioned congtructions lack some sort
of corresponding action.

The only way to fix an incomplete sentence, then, is to add a corresponding action to the
already-exigting subject. Instead of “A brown dog with a bushy tail,” you must say, “A
brown dog with a bushy tail ran down the street.” And instead of saying, “The cat,”
you must say, “The cat climbed thetree.” Instead of saying, “My favorite color,” you
must complete the sentence by adding, “is blue.”

Incomplete Sentence: A brown dog with abushy tail.
Complete Sentence: A brown dog with a bushy tail ran down the street.

Incomplete Sentence: Thecat.
Complete Sentence: The cat climbed the tree.
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Incomplete Sentence: My favorite color.
Complete Sentence: My favorite color is blue.

As stated earlier, auseful way to test whether or not a sentence is complete isto identify
the compl ete subject of the sentence, and to then turn it into a question. The two most
effective questions to ask involve the phrases “ iswhat?” and “What
happened to ?" The question you choose will depend upon the content of the
sentence. For example, consider again the sentence, “A brown dog with a bushy tail
ran through thewoods.” If we correctly identify the subject as* A brown dog with a
bushy tail,” we might ask the question, “What happened to the brown dog with a
bushy tail?” Using the examples above, we might ask the questions “My favorite color
iswhat?” or “What happened tothe cat?” or “My favorite color iswhat?” Becauseadl
three of those questions have very clear answers, the sentences which prompted them are
considered complete.

A trap that many people fal into when correcting an incomplete sentence isto add a
phrase that beginswith aning or ed ending. For example, if the complete subject of a
sentence was “Thetiny squirre,” adding the phrase “running along the fence” would
NOT make the sentence complete. The phrase “running aong the fence’ would smply
become part of the complete subject. Why? Because “running along the fence”
describes what the squirrel was doing, but it doesn’'t explain what the squirrel actualy

did. Some examplesfallow. In each of them, the predicateis printed in itdicized text.

Incomplete Sentence: Thetiny squirrel.

Incomplete Sentence: Thetiny squirrel running along the fence.

Complete Sentence: Thetiny squirrel running along the fence was gray.
Complete Sentence: Thetiny squirrel running along the fence had a big tail.
Complete Sentence: Thetiny squirrel running along the fence jumped three times.
Complete Sentence: Thetiny squirrel running along the fence ate an acorn.

Notice that if you were to transform the two incomplete sentences into questions, neither
of them would be answered. The phrase“Thetiny squirrel” can’'t answer the question
“What happened to thetiny squirrd?” Likewise, the phrase“Thetiny squirre
running along the fence” cannot answer the question “What happened to thetiny
squirrd running along the fence?” It is definitely true that the squirrel was running,
but the sentence doesn’t answer the question directly. Y ou' d have to change the word
“running” to “he ran” to answer the question “What happened to the tiny squirre
running along thefence?’ Thefact that “running” needs to be changed means the
sentence isincomplete.

Let'stake alook at another example. Notice how the question “What happened to
?” helps you easly determine which sentences are complete and which ones
areincomplete. Again, the predicate of each sentence has been italicized.
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Incomplete Sentence: My old boots.
Incomplete Sentence: My old boots which smelled like mud.

Complete Sentence: My old boots which smelled like mud were |ost.

Complete Sentence: My old boots which smelled like mud wer e hidden under the bed.
Complete Sentence: My old boots which smelled like mud reminded me of spring.
Complete sentence: My old boots which smelled like mud had disappear ed.

When you ask, “What hagppened to my old boots which smdlled like mud?’ you could
eedly answer with any of the fallowing:

They werelost.

They wer e hidden under the bed.
They reminded me of spring.
They had disappeared.

Perhaps the most effective way to tell whether nor not a sentence is complete or
incomplete isto wak up to someone and read the sentence. If the sentence can stand on
its own, the person will understand what you' re talking about. If the sentence can't, then
the person won't understand you at al. Try saying, “My old boots,” to someone and
you'll get some funny looks. Try saying, “My old boots which smelled like mud,” and
whoever you're talking to will (hopefully) politely ask you to compl ete your incomplete
sentence.

Copyright © 2002
WriteGuide, Inc.
http: //www.writeguide.com



I ncomplete Sentences.
Exercises

Part One
Directions;

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Decide whether or not each of the sentences below iscomplete or
incomplete. Write“l” for incomplete, or “C” for completein the
blanks provided.

Thetiny sguirrel running dong the fence.

The chipmunk was climbing the tree.

My pet turtle has four legs.

The baseball bat.

My older sger.

My best friend is coming over this weekend.

The strangest thing I’ ve ever seen.

The longest day of the year was last Thursday.

Five pounds of delicious chocolate.

Two hours later, my mother.

Five days ago, hissgter logt her first tooth.

Theink, which was bright blue, left an ugly stain on the shirt.

The old bird who lost dl his fegthers.

The cake, which tasted wonderful.

The detective, searching the room, found an old newspaper clipping.

The cat, gtting on thewall.
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17. The cat, who stson the wadl al day.

18. The basebdl bat, which weighs five pounds.
19. Our dog, whose nameis Ollie, can jump through hoaops.
20. My older sister, whose name is Nancy.
* * *
Part Two

Directions:  Using thelinesprovided, usethewords“is’ and “are”’ to completethe
following incomplete sentences.

21.  Thehappy, dobbering dogs

22.  Theking, who isknown for hiskindness,

23.  Thehirds, flying overhead,

24. My lunchbox, which contained two sandwiches and an apple,

25.  Thepad of paper

26.  Thepad of paper stting on thetable
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27. Eating Sx eggs for breskfast

28. Reading a book

29. Reading abook in front of afire

30. Running through the woods, the fox

31.  Running through the woods, the red fox with a crooked ear
32.  The proper way to get there

33.  Themusic playing in the background

34. Onthetable

35.  Thetwinkling dars
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36.  Thetwinkling Sars, which shine so brightly,

37. Chocolate cake with raspberry filling

38.  Thegiraffe slong neck

39.  Thegiraffeé slong neck and long, pindly legs

40. A tray of mouth-watering cookies and frosted cupcakes

Part Three
Directions:  Using thelines provided, use any wordsother than “is’ and “ar€’ to
complete the incomplete sentences.

41.  The happy, dobbering dogs

42.  Theking, who is known for his kindness,

43.  Thehirds, flying overhead,

Copyright © 2002
WriteGuide, Inc.
http: //www.writeguide.com



44, My lunchbox, which contained two sandwiches and an apple,
45.  Thepad of paper

46.  The pad of paper Stting on thetable

47. Eating Six eggs for breskfast

48. Reading a book

49. Reading abook in front of afire

50. Running through the woods, the fox

51.  Running through the woods, the red fox with a crooked ear
52.  The proper way to get there
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53.  Themusic playing in the background

54.  Onthetable

55.  Thetwinkling dars

56.  Thetwinkling gars, which shine so brightly,

57.  Chocolate cake with raspberry filling

58.  Thegiraffe slong neck

59.  Thegiraffeé slong neck and long, pindly legs

60. A tray of mouth-watering cookies and frosted cupcakes
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Solutions to Incompl ete Sentences Exercises

11

Part One Solutions:

WO N ~wWNE

Incomplete
Complete
Complete
Incomplete
Incomplete
Complete
Incomplete
Complete
Incomplete
Incomplete
Complete
Complete
Incomplete
Incomplete
Complete
Incomplete
Incomplete
Incomplete
Complete
Incomplete

Part Two Solutions:

21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

The happy, dobbering dogs are playing in the yard.

The king, who is known for his kindness, is scheduled to arrive tomorrow.

The birds, flying overhead, are going to Florida.

My lunchbox, which contained two sandwiches and an apple, ismissing.
The pad of paper ison the desk.

The pad of paper dtting on the tableis blue.

Eating six eggs for breskfast is not such agreet idea

Reading abook isfun.

Reading abook in front of afireis ddightful.

Running through the woods, the fox is escaping the hounds.
Running through the woods, the red fox with a crooked ear is sad.
The proper way to get thereisto take al€ft at the end of the Stret.
The music playing in the background is John Coletrane.

On the table is a basket of blueberries.
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35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
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Thetwinkling gars are shining brightly.

The twinkling gtars, which shine so brightly, are very far avay.

Chocolate cake with raspberry filling is my favorite.

The giraffeé slong neck is useful for reaching the tops of trees.

The giraffe’ s long neck and long, spindly legs are a trange sight to see.

A tray of mouth-watering cookies and frosted cupcakes is waiting for you.

Part Three Solutions:

41.
42.
43.
44,

45.
46.
47.
48.
49,
50.
Sl

52.
53.
4.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.

60.

The happy, dobbering dogs love to run and play.

The king, who is known for his kindness, has decided to throw a party.

The birds, flying overhead, would like someone to scatter popcorn on the ground.
My lunchbox, which contained two sandwiches and an apple, aso containsa
napkin.

The pad of paper has agrocery list on it.

The pad of paper ditting on the table needs to be put away.

Eating six eggs for bregkfast might give you a somachache.

Reading a book can be very rewarding.

Reading abook in front of afire reminds me of being five years old.

Running through the woods, the fox legpt over alog.

Running through the woods, the red fox with a crooked ear dashed through a pile
of leaves.

The proper way to get there involvestaking aleft at the end of the street.
The music playing in the background makes me want to dance.

On thetable you'll find something tasty.

Thetwinkling sars shine like firefliesin the night.

The twinkling sars, which shine so brightly, can make you dizzy.

Chocolate cake with raspberry filling makes an excdllent dessert.

The giraffeé slong neck dlows him to see things that are far away.

The giraffe' slong neck and long, spindly legs make him look taler than he
actudly is.

A tray of mouth-watering cookies and frosted cupcakes will make you amile
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