
 

Understanding Sentence Structure 

Clauses and Phrases 

Before we look at sentence structure, it is important to know the difference between a 

clause and a phrase: 

• A clause is a group of words that contains both a subject, and a predicate. 

Clauses can be either independent or dependent. 

o An independent clause forms a complete thought and can therefore stand 

alone as a sentence. 

▪ Example (underlined): The doorbell rang. 

o A dependent clause cannot stand alone, as it depends on another part of 

speech to make sense. A clause is usually made dependent because it 

begins with either a relative adverb [who, what, where, when] or relative 

pronoun [who, whom, whose, what, that, which]. 

▪ Example (underlined): When the doorbell rang, I answered it. 

• A phrase is a meaningful unit of two or more words contained in a sentence or 

clause. A phrase will always have a subject, but often does not contain a 

predicate.  

o Because a phrase, by definition, must be contained in a sentence or clause, 

it cannot stand alone as a complete sentence. 

o The most common type of phrase is a prepositional phrase, which begins 

with a preposition [of, to, with, for, etc.]. 



o Example (underlined): This morning, the doorbell rang. 

Sentence Categories 

In English, we recognize four sentence types: 

• Simple Sentence: contains one independent clause and no dependent clause(s). It 

can contain phrases. 

o Example: I went to the park. 

• Compound Sentence: contains two or more independent clauses, and no 

dependent clause(s). 

o Example: I went to the park, and I played baseball. 

• Complex Sentence: contains one independent clause and one or more dependent 

clause(s). 

o Example: When I went to the park, I played baseball. 

• Compound-Complex Sentence: contains two or more independent clauses and 

one or more dependent clause(s). 

o Example: When I went to the park, I met Luke and we played baseball. 

Recognizing Fused Sentences 

A fused, or run-on, sentence occurs when two or more independent clauses appear in the 

same sentence but are not separated by appropriate punctuation and/or a coordinating 

conjunction [for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so].  

 


