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Sentence Clinic 
 
You know that a sentence isn’t working, but you’re not sure 
what’s wrong with it. Diagnose the problem based on the 
following checklist of probable errors. 
 
Wrong word. Are you sure this word means what you think it does? 

• Example: “This book is about Tom's obsession with 
materialistic goods.” The problem here is the word 
“materialistic,” which means “having a tendency to 
consider material possessions and physical comfort as more 
important than spiritual values.” “Material,” on the other 
hand, means “denoting or consisting of the physical 
objects rather than the mind or spirit.” Which applies 
best to the word “goods”? 

• Treatment: Be careful of using unfamiliar words or a 
thesaurus; each word listed as a synonym for the word 
you’re looking up may have its own unique connotations or 
shades of meaning. Use a dictionary to be sure the synonym 
you are considering really fits what you are trying to 
say. 

  
Dangling modifiers and unclear pronoun antecedents. 

• Example: “Having established that Perry Smith was abused 
as a child, he seems more sympathetic to the reader.” This 
sentence contains a dangling modifier: who is doing the 
establishing here? “He” should refer to Perry Smith, but 
grammatically, it refers to nothing at all; thus, it’s 
“dangling.” “Walking down the street, the sky was blue and 
the breeze was cool.” “Walking down the street” is another 
dangling modifier; it refers to an “I” who is not present 
in the sentence. 

• Treatment: “The abuse Perry Smith suffered as a child 
makes him more sympathetic to the reader.” “I walked down 
the street, enjoying the blue sky and cool breeze.” 

• Example: “Darla hugged Gwen, even though she didn't like 
her.” Who dislikes whom here? These pronouns have unclear 
antecedents. 

• Treatment: “Gwen disliked Darla, but Darla hugged her 
anyway.” 
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Other syntactic ambiguities. 

• Example: “The professor said on Monday he would give an 
exam.” Does this mean that the professor made his 
statement last Monday? Or that the exam is next Monday? 

• Treatment: “On Monday, the professor said there would soon 
be an exam.” “The professor said that there will be an 
exam on Monday.” 

• Example: “John saw Anna hit her friend with binoculars.” 
Who’s got the binoculars here? John? Anna? The friend? Are 
the binoculars a visual aid or a weapon? 

• Treatment: “Through his binoculars, John saw Anna hit her 
friend.” 

• Example: “This morning I shot an elephant in my pajamas. 
How he got in my pajamas I don't know.” (That’s a Groucho 
Marx joke, where the ambiguity is intentional. Don’t make 
your readers laugh when you don’t want them to!) 

 
Wordiness. You’re burying your ideas in an excess of words. Can 
you say the same thing more concisely? 

• Example: “So I have nothing else to say except that I 
can't disagree with anyone else who wants to be critical 
of what I have already acknowledged was indefensible.” 

• Treatment: Swap a wordy construction for something more 
efficient. For instance: 
 

I came to the realization that I realized that 

She is of the opinion that She thinks that 

Concerning the matter of About 

During the course of During 

In the event that If 

In the process of During, while 

Regardless of the fact that Although 

Due to the fact that Because 

In all cases Always 

At that point in time Then 

Prior to Before 
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Overly stuffy, abstract language that prevents readers from 
understanding your point. 

• Example: “Under the present conditions of our society, 
marriage practices generally demonstrate a high degree of 
homogeneity.” 

• Treatment: “In our culture, people tend to marry others 
who are like themselves.” 

• Example: The physicist Richard Feynman, in his memoir 
Surely You’re Joking, Mr. Feynman, recalls encountering 
the following sentence in a sociology paper: “The 
individual member of the social community often receives 
his information via visual, symbolic channels.” He 
eventually realized that the sentence meant... 

• Treatment: “People read.” 
 
On the other hand, inappropriately colloquial language can also 
make your writing less persuasive. We should strive for clarity 
and conversational directness. But please don’t go overboard 
with casual rhetoric or breezy, under-supported opining when 
you’re trying to make a serious argument. Use the first person 
sparingly and the exclamation mark even less. 

• Example: “Tom Ripley is really messed up. He's so obsessed 
with money and clothes, it's crazy.” 

• Example: “Honestly this essay kind of sucked, I didn’t get 
it. The writing of this piece was totally weird. Nobody 
talks that way, and the writer is a jerk.” 

• Example: “This essay was awesome, I loved it! My favorite 
part was the bit where the guy dies. I also liked the 
dog.” 

 
Passive, disjointed, and nonlinear constructions. 

• Examples: “During a walk in the woods on the part of 
Little Red Riding Hood, the wolf's jump from behind the 
tree occurred.” “Before the park was driven to by Greta 
and John, the car was got into after their dinner was put 
in the picnic basket.” 

• Diagnosis: look for empty “to be” verbs: “is,” “was,” 
“occurred,” “happened,” etc. Can you replace these verbs 
with more descriptive ones? Sometimes a good verb can take 
the place of a lousy verb and a couple of modifiers. 



	 -	4	-	

• Diagnosis: Underline the subject of the sentence and the 
main verbs. Does the subject correspond to the main actor 
in the sentence? Does the verb correspond to the main 
action? Are events presented in the order they occurred? 

• Treatment: Make the main actor the subject of the sentence 
and the main action the verb. Describe events in the 
correct order. “Little Red Riding hood was walking through 
the woods. A wolf jumped out from behind a tree.” “Greta 
and John packed their dinner into a picnic basket, got 
into the car, and drove to the park.” 

 
Vagueness. A good essay contains detail! 

• Example: “This is a pretty good book that tells a 
fictional story about the Civil War.” 

• Treatment: Explain the idea in more detail. Before you 
revise for accurate and strong adjectives and adverbs, 
make sure you are first using accurate and strong nouns 
and verbs. Well-chosen examples of the latter can obviate 
the need for the former. For example, think about whether 
“book” and “tells” are as strong as they could be before 
you worry about “pretty good.” Save that judgment for 
later, after you’ve offered us some proof. A stronger 
sentence might read, “This novel describes the experiences 
of a Confederate soldier during the Civil War.” “Novel” 
tells us what kind of book it is (it’s fiction), and 
“describes” tells us more about how the book communicates 
information. 

• Example: “Satrapi uses drawings to tell the story. She 
uses different techniques to make the reader feel a 
certain way.” 

• Treatment: This is all pretty obvious. It’s a given that a 
graphic memoir is going to contain drawings, and that the 
drawings will embrace various techniques; and of course 
any writer wants her reader to feel things. Try, 
“Satrapi’s manipulation of light and dark, and variations 
in pattern and line, convey meaning and give the story 
expressive weight.” Then, get into the details! 

 
(Adapted from the UNC Writing Center: 
http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/word-choice/) 


