
Grammar for Writers
LESSON 7

Sentence Variety
Essential Question: How does sentence structure influence the reader's 
experience?
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Bellringer
Which paragraph is more interesting to read? Think about it — then vote before 
we discuss.

PARAGRAPH A

The dog barked. The man ran. The 
rain fell. The street was empty.

PARAGRAPH B

The dog barked wildly as the 
man sprinted down the deserted 
street while rain hammered 
against the pavement.

Both paragraphs contain the same basic information — but one is far more 
engaging. Why? That's exactly what today's lesson is about.
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Yesterday's Learning

Better 
SentencesStrong Verbs

Yesterday, we discovered that strong verbs create vivid, precise images in a reader's mind. Today, we zoom out one level. Instead of 
choosing better words, we'll learn to build better sentences — and understand why the shape of a sentence matters just as much as the 
words inside it.
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Why Sentence Variety Matters
Imagine listening to music where every note is identical. It becomes unbearable 
within seconds. Writing works the same way — when every sentence follows the 
same rhythm and length, readers lose interest fast.

Rhythm
Creates a natural beat that pulls readers forward through the text.

Emphasis
Highlights the ideas that matter most by giving them space.

Pacing
Controls how fast or slow the reader moves through your story.

Interest
Keeps the audience engaged from the first word to the last.
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Four Basic Sentence Types
Every sentence you write falls into one of four categories. Skilled writers use all four — mixing them intentionally to create variety, control 
pace, and build meaning.

1

Simple
Contains one independent clause — a complete thought that 
can stand on its own.

2

Compound
Contains two independent clauses joined by a coordinating 
conjunction or semicolon.

3

Complex
Contains one independent clause plus one dependent clause 
that cannot stand alone.

4

Compound-Complex
Contains two independent clauses plus at least one dependent 
clause — the most sophisticated type.
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Simple Sentences

The storm arrived.
Simple does not mean weak. In fact, a well-placed simple sentence can be the 
most powerful tool in a writer's toolkit. Because it contains only one idea, it 
forces the reader to stop — and feel the full weight of that single thought.

Emphasis
Isolates one idea so it hits harder.

Suspense
Short and sharp — leaves the 
reader waiting for what comes 
next.

Impact
A sudden short sentence after long ones creates a jolt.
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Compound Sentences

The storm arrived, and everyone hurried inside.

A compound sentence joins two complete, independent ideas into one. Each half could stand alone — but together, they show a 
connection. The two most common ways to join them:

FANBOYS Conjunctions
For · And · Nor · But · Or · Yet · So — always paired with a 
comma before the conjunction.

Semicolon
A more formal option: The storm arrived; everyone hurried 
inside. No conjunction needed — just the semicolon.
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Complex Sentences

Although the storm arrived suddenly, everyone remained calm.

A complex sentence contains one independent clause and one dependent clause — a group of words with a subject and verb that cannot 
stand alone. The dependent clause shows a relationship: cause and effect, contrast, time, or condition.

Dependent Clause

Although the storm arrived suddenly — introduces a contrast. 
Cannot stand alone as a sentence.

Independent Clause

Everyone remained calm — a complete thought. This is the main 
idea the reader takes away.

Common subordinating words: although, because, since, while, when, if, unless, after, before.
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Compound-Complex Sentences

Although the storm arrived suddenly, everyone remained calm, and the teachers continued the lesson.

This is the most sophisticated sentence type — it combines the features of both compound and complex sentences. Use it when you need 
to express multiple connected ideas and show a relationship between them. It's powerful, but requires precision.

1

Dependent Clause
Although the storm arrived suddenly

2

Independent Clause #1
Everyone remained calm

3

Independent Clause #2
The teachers continued the lesson

Use compound-complex sentences sparingly — overuse creates dense, hard-to-follow writing.
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Short vs. Long Sentences
Same setting. Completely different effect. Read both versions carefully:

SHORT

The hallway was silent.

Direct. Stark. Creates an immediate 
feeling of stillness — or dread.

LONG

The hallway stretched endlessly 
before her, lined with dark 
classrooms whose open doors 
seemed to watch her every 
movement.

Immersive. Descriptive. Draws the 
reader deeper into the scene.

Neither is better — the right choice depends on the effect you want to create. 
Skilled writers ask: What does this moment require?
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Rhythm
Read these sentences aloud. Feel the difference — not just hear it.

The rain fell.

Three words. Blunt. Quiet. This sentence lands softly and 
ends quickly — almost like a single drop.

The rain hammered relentlessly against the rusted rooftops 
throughout the silent village.

Twelve words. Heavy. Relentless. The length mirrors the 
persistence of the rain — the sentence itself feels like it 
keeps going.

The second sentence creates far more tension — not just because of word choice, but because of its shape and length. Which would you 
use in a climactic scene? Which in a quiet moment?
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Sentence Length Controls Pace
Length is one of the most powerful pacing tools a writer has. Think of it like a 
car's accelerator — short sentences speed things up, long ones slow the reader 
down.

Short Sentences

Fast-moving and urgent

Dramatic and high-impact

Best for action and climax

Creates tension and suspense

Long Sentences

Slower and more deliberate

Rich with description

Best for reflection and setting

Creates atmosphere and depth

Writers choose pace deliberately. The best writing shifts between both — 
speeding up and slowing down to match the emotional demands of the story.
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Variety Creates Interest
One of the most common mistakes student writers make is starting every sentence the same way. When sentence openings become 
repetitive, even strong content starts to feel monotonous.

POOR WRITING

Every sentence begins with the subject — The boy...

The boy walked to school. The boy opened his locker. The boy 
sat down. The boy waited for class to start.

Technically correct — but painfully predictable.

STRONG WRITING

Sentence openings shift naturally — subject, phrase, clause, 
description.

The boy walked to school. Slowly, he opened his locker. When 
he finally sat down, a strange quiet had settled over the room.

Same facts — but far more engaging to read.
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Different Ways to Begin a Sentence
Variety starts at the very first word. Here are four powerful ways to open any sentence — all using the same basic idea.

Subject First
The boy opened the door. — The most common opener. Clear 
and direct.

Prepositional Phrase
Without hesitation, the boy opened the door. — Adds context 
or attitude before the main idea.

Dependent Clause
Although he was frightened, the boy opened the door. — 
Shows a relationship or contrast upfront.

Participial Phrase
Taking a deep breath, the boy opened the door. — Adds action 
or detail before the subject appears.
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Writer's Workshop
Time to put your skills to work. Below is a flat, repetitive paragraph. Your 
challenge is to rewrite it using sentence variety — change lengths, vary 
sentence types, and experiment with different openings.

The boy walked home. The road was quiet. He looked behind him. He felt 
nervous.

As you rewrite, try to:

Combine at least two sentences into a compound or complex sentence.

Open at least one sentence with something other than the subject.

Use one short sentence for dramatic effect.
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Grammar Lab
In this hands-on activity, you'll take a set of short, choppy sentences and transform them into polished, varied writing. Use all the tools 
you've learned today.

Combine Sentences
Look for two short sentences that share a logical connection. Join 
them with a conjunction or make one a dependent clause.

Change the Order
Try moving a phrase or clause to the beginning of a sentence. Does 
it create a better effect?

Add a Dependent Clause
Introduce a relationship — contrast, cause, or time — using a 
subordinating conjunction like although, because, or when.

Create Rhythm
Read your revised paragraph aloud. Does it flow? Does it speed up 
and slow down in the right places? Adjust until it sounds natural.
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Notebook Challenge
Now write your own paragraph — completely from scratch. This is your chance to show everything you've learned 
in one polished piece of writing.

Simple Sentence
One independent clause. Short. Direct. Punchy.

Compound Sentence
Two independent clauses joined with a FANBOYS word or semicolon.

Complex Sentence
One independent clause plus one dependent clause showing a relationship.

Compound-Complex
The most sophisticated type — two independent clauses plus a dependent clause.

Underline each sentence type when you're done so your partner can identify them in the next activity.
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Peer Review
Exchange notebooks with a partner. Your job is to read their paragraph carefully and identify each sentence type — this tests both their 
writing and your understanding. Then discuss together.

Identify Each Type
Can you spot the simple, compound, 
complex, and compound-complex 
sentences? Label each one. If you're 
unsure, that's a great discussion 
point.

Discuss the Flow
Does the paragraph feel natural when 
you read it aloud? Does it move with 
rhythm and variety — or does it feel 
choppy and repetitive?

Offer One Suggestion
Point out one sentence that could be 
improved — and explain why. Be 
specific and constructive.
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Exit Ticket

The students finished the assignment.

Rewrite this simple sentence using a different sentence structure. You might make it compound, complex, or compound-complex. You 
might add a participial phrase or a dependent clause at the beginning.

When you're done, be ready to explain your choice:

What type of sentence did you 
create?

What relationship or detail did you 
add?

Why is your version more effective 
than the original?

There's no single correct answer — what matters is that you can explain your creative decision.
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Looking Ahead
TOMORROW

Editing for Clarity
You've learned how to build sentences with variety, rhythm, and purpose. 
Tomorrow, we'll take the next step: editing. We'll study how professional writers 
eliminate repetition, cut awkward wording, and trim unnecessary words — so 
that every single sentence earns its place on the page and makes the writing 
stronger.

Eliminate Repetition
Saying the same thing twice 
weakens your writing — learn to cut 
it.

Fix Awkward Phrasing
If a sentence is hard to read aloud, it 
needs revision.

Cut Unnecessary Words
Every word should earn its place. If it doesn't add meaning, it goes.
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