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34: Thinking in 
Sentences   
The superiority of the 
subordinate clause: 
developing the skill of 
manipulating sentence 
structures 
 

Summary 

This activity helps students to shape 
complex sentences to reflect complex 
thoughts by front-loading and end-
loading a simple sentence. 

 
What’s the point?  

Students need to construct increasingly complex sentences to convey increasingly complex 
thoughts and feelings. They can quickly learn to work through the ‘simple-compound-complex’ 
sentence structure sequence as a stand-alone language activity, but this tends to produce 
formulaic results. It is better to teach them that sentences are an extension of thinking. Simple 
thinking needs simple sentences – a subject, a verb and an object and that’s enough for a 
statement. Developed thinking needs developed sentences. Most academic study, work and adult 
communication depends on more than a single thought in a statement sentence. Thinking puts 
statement into context, qualifies it and shapes it to the needs of the listener or reader. This is where 
subordinate clauses begin to do more subtle work than the simple statements they support. 

 

In the classroom 
1. Get students to write a simple sentence conveying a statement of opinion.  

e.g., Our school should have a longer lunchtime. 
 I think that keeping animals in zoos is cruel. 
 People should not eat junk food and get more exercise. 
 
2. Get them to front load the statement sentence with a contextualising subordinate clause.  
e.g.,    Because tiredness affects learning, our school should have a longer lunchtime. 
 
3. Now they end-load the sentence with another subordinate clause, relating the statement main 
clause to the needs, interests or personality of the audience/reader.  
e.g., Because tiredness affects learning, our school should have a longer lunchtime, which would 

give the teachers a rest, too. 
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The three-part sentence is now a more complex communication with a sense of reasoning and 
negotiation with an audience/reader having its own opinions. The subordinate clauses have 
broadened and deepened the simple main clause. 
 
4. Students can develop a repertoire of sentenced thinking matched to the needs of most 
academic discourse and adult communication (Trump apart!). They can develop a subordinate 
clause bank to display a range of focus matched to audience and purpose. 
 
Cognitive skills (Purpose) 
Qualifying 
Exemplifying  
Contrasting  
Limiting 
Developing  
Extrapolating 
Negotiating  
Emphasising 
Clarifying 
Modifying 
Generalising 
Particularising 

Interactive skills (audience) 
Conceding 
Responding 
Personalising 
Admitting 
Empathising 
Harmonising 
Deferring 
Localising 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Tips and techniques 
a) Further work can reinforce the cognitive/communicative functions of subordinate clauses by 
building on statements with a specific double focus in the added subordinate clauses. (The lists 
above are a good starting point.) For example: 

• Conceding subordinate clause, main statement clause, personalising subordinate 
clause 

• Admitting subordinate clause, main statement clause, modifying subordinate clause. 

b) Best results come from a pre-prepared selection of examples. Now that’s a purposeful and 
creative bit of lesson preparation… 

c) A more ambitious approach would be a mini-course in thinking skills using the lists above. This 
lends itself well to oral drafting of sentences before committing them to writing. 

d) A further development is to try two front-loaded subordinate clauses before the main statement 
clause, or a front loaded main statement clause followed by two subordinate clauses. 

 


