
Keeping the Reader Interested:  

Complex and Compound Sentences 

 

How can you keep a reader interested in what you are writing? The most important way, of course, is to 
have something interesting to say. However, even the most interesting ideas can seem uninteresting if 
they are written with sentences that lack variety. For example: 

I got engaged yesterday. I could not believe it. We went to a restaurant. We ate steak. Then he put a box 
on the table. It had a ring. He asked me to marry him. I said yes.  

 

Solution #1: Compound Sentences 
 

Quick Review (see “Parts of Speech” Handout if you need a refresher on this): 
 

1. A  clause is . . .  
 

2. An independent clause is . . .  
 

3. A dependent clause is . . .  
 
One way to add variety and avoid boredom is to include compound sentences in your writing. 
Compound sentences have two or more independent clauses that are joined by conjunctions: 
 
We went to a restaurant and (we) ate steak.  (Since the subjects of both clauses are the same, the “we” can 
be included or omitted here, depending on whether or not you want to emphasize “we”).  
 
He asked me to marry him and I said yes.  
 
Series 
 
A series is closely related to compound sentences: it is a compound structure of three or more elements.  
 
 You can have a series made up of clauses: 
 
He asked me to marry him, I said yes, and now we are at the altar.  
 
 It can also be made up of phrases: 
 
I registered for a toaster oven, a table lamp, and a spice rack.  
 
 A series can also be made up of verbs: 
 
He walked, sprinted, and jogged around the neighborhood.  
 
 To avoid confusion, make sure that each part of your series is in the same part of speech: 
 
He had three goals in life: to travel around the world, become a missionary, and play in the symphony.  
                                                               not 
He had three goals in life: to travel around the world, become a missionary, and playing in the symphony.  (?) 



 
Solution #2: Complex Sentences 
 
A complex sentence has a combination of dependent and independent clauses.  
 
 The dependent clause can come first: 
 
Because there was bad weather, we stayed indoors. 
 
 It can also come at the end of the sentence: 
 
We stayed indoors because there was bad weather.  
 
Practice: 
 
Mark the following sentences compound or complex. If the sentence is complex, underline the dependent 
clauses.  Circle any series that you find.  (All sentences are from James Thurber’s short story “Seeing 
Cells.”) 
 
1. I passed all the other courses that I took at my university, but I could never pass botany.  
 
2. This was because all botany students had to spend several hours a week looking through a 

microscope at plant cells, and I could never see through a microscope.  
 

3. I finally took a deferred pass and waited a year and tried again.  
 

4. The professor had come back from vacation brown as a berry, bright-eyed, and eager to explain cell 
structure again to his classes.  

 

5. He would begin patiently enough, explaining how anybody could see through a microscope, but he 
would always end up in a fury, claiming that I could too see through a microscope.  

 

Practice 2:  
 
Combine the following sentences to make them compound, complex, or including a series. You can 
rearrange or revise the sentences, if you would like.  
 
I took geometry my first year of college. It was an interesting experience.  I have never been very good at 
math. I was intimidated the first day of class. We had to memorize proofs. We had to write them on the 
board. I was nervous.  I wrote one proof on the board. I did not faint. I did it correctly. I enjoyed the rest of 
class.    


