
Tips for Writing
A number of issues plague writers of all levels.  That is why we have editors in the professional 
field.  Stephen King (an author interviewed in your main text, a highly prolific one at that) would 
not craft pieces that he does without the fine eye and advice of at least one good editor and 
proofreader.  Students do not usually have such a luxury; they must do that tedious chore on their 
own.  Some seek out advice from their instructors, but most do not have anything substantial 
written until the due date.  In the case of a mandatory rough draft, they might have some help 
from a peer group; however, those are other students who may not have the strongest grasp on 
the local issues (sentence level problems) that can drag a paper down.  The purpose for this small 
lesson is to enlighten you a little bit about those issues.

Fragments, Run-Ons, and Complete Sentences
These three things worry instructors for different reasons.  First, let us be clear on what each one 
is:  

• A fragment is a group of words that is not a complete sentence, though often the amateur 
author believes it is by mistake.  

• Run-ons may have several complete sentences contained in them from the first capital letter up 
to the period, question mark, or exclamation point that ends it.  Those individual sentences are 
not punctuated correctly, and they need to be broken up into proper sentences.  As is, they “run 
on” without pause, confusing the reader and muddling the basic message of the author.

• Last, and most important, is the complete sentence.  As in the comma handout, the definition is 
simple: A complete sentence contains a noun (subject), a verb (an action the subject takes or an 
announcement of stative quality of the subject), and represents a complete thought.

Clearly, the basis for determining what to be done about the first two things lies with the last.  
Bear with this for a moment while we revisit some basic grammar.  A noun and a verb are 
necessary in a complete sentence.  Recall your last English class that went over the parts of 
speech.  For some, that may be further back than others.  A noun is the lexical category that 
names entities; in other words, a noun is a word that represents a person, place, thing, or idea 
(Jeremy, man, El Camino College, campus, computer, iPhone, advice, tips).  A verb is the lexical 
category that typically refers to actions or mental states (run, jump, type, feel, like, appear).  
When those two things are put together along with other words to form a complete idea, a 
complete sentence is made. 

Here are a few complete sentences:
I baked a cake.
Jeremy Hector is an English instructor at El Camino college.
Some people think Alan looks a little intense, so they find it hard to approach him.

All of those sentences contain the necessary criteria to be complete sentences.



Fragments
When a sentence does not contain all three criteria successfully, it is not complete.  We call that a 
fragment.  Something like, “The dog on the couch” is an obvious fragment.  No verb exists, and 
there is no clear complete idea.  The fragments we see in writing are usually a little more murky.

Here are a couple examples:

The four of us sitting out on the wood bridge puffing on our cheap, Swisher cigars.
The smoke rising above the rusty, cast iron sides filtering up to the full moon above.

Both of those sentences are incomplete.  You may think to yourself, “I see nouns and verbs, and I 
get what the sentence says.  Why are they incomplete?”  The answer lies in the -ing ending of the 
verbs.  They are acting in a descriptive fashion; thus, the question “Did what?” can be asked after 
each.  What did “the four of us” do?  What did “the smoke” do?  You may respond, “The four of 
them sat!”  Or, “The smoke rose!”  Yes, but those words are used to describe the setting; they are 
acting adjectivally. The action is not present.  However, if the words “sitting” and “rising” were 
changed to “sat” and “rose,” each fragment would become a complete sentence (“puffing” and 
“filtering” should also be changed to “puffed” and “filtered”).

Another fragment to watch out for are those that start with “because,” “although,” or “even 
though.”  

Once again, here is an example:

Because I hate homework.  

The thought is left unfinished.  These sentences are a little confusing because they have a 
subject, verb, and a complete thought within them; however, the word “because” (or another 
subordinator) attaches the following wording or phrasing to another idea.  That kind of fragment 
may work as a response to a question in a dialog, but it does not work in academic prose.  So you 
can  ask, “Because you hate homework, you did what?” The answer can replace the question. 

Because I hate homework, I procrastinate too much for my own good. 

Please don’t do that. 



Run-ons
A run-on usually occurs because of punctuation errors the comma handout will help you avoid 
the most common errors especially the first one the only time you can join independent clauses is 
with those seven coordinating conjunctions if you do it with any other word you have created a 
run on.  

See how bad that is?  There is a complete lack of punctuation above.

A run-on usually occurs because of punctuation errors.  The comma handout will help you avoid 
the most common errors, especially the first one.  The only time you can join independent 
clauses is with those seven coordinating conjunctions.  If you do it with any other word, you 
have created a run on.

See how much better that is?  It is much easier to read.

One of the easiest ways to avoid run-ons is to read your work out loud. All awkward spots and 
errors will reveal themselves with that technique.  Once you find those spots, fix them with 
appropriate punctuation.  Use periods to separate complete ideas.  Do not use commas in place of 
periods.  You can use semicolons to join independent clauses if you think those sentences are 
closely joined.  Be careful, though.  

In fact, be careful with all punctuation.  It can do more than you think. Take this example:

Woman without her man is nothing

Clearly, it is not punctuated.  We can do something about that.  We can use the fourth rule in our 
comma handout.

Woman, without her man, is nothing.  

There! Now we have a parenthetical, and the sentence is complete.  And all the women hate me 
right now.   How do I change that?  I can change the punctuation.

Woman: without her, man is nothing.

Ahhh! Completely opposite meaning, and only the punctuation has changed.  Let me repeat 
myself.  Be careful with punctuation.  You may inadvertently use punctuation that changes 
meaning, and that can cost you.


