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We all think we can write a sentence, right? But, can we write a 
sentence that adds elegance to the writing? That is a different matter and 
raises the stakes. Writing a sentence, or sentences, is something everyone 
does d no matter the discipline. 
Thus, Stanley Fish has written a compact book that should be of interest 

to us through words, or, to look at it from another direction, when we write 
a sentence, we create a world, which is not the world, but the world as it 

our world the way we see it, and we, in part, construct it through the way 
we write. Writing a good sentence, therefore, is our expression of 
something, however, personal, however public. 

them to form something we recognize as a sentence? The answer can be 

write or speak sentences in order to produce an effect, and the success of a 
sentence is measured by the degree to which the desired effect has been 
achieved. . . . The first thing to ask when writi

consider audience, but more especially the intention of the work 
  Kenneth Koch writes in his 

 
 

And one day the Nouns were clustered on the street. 
An Adjective walked by, with her dark beauty 
The Nouns were struck moved, changed. 
The next day a Verb drove up, and created the Sentence (qtd. in 
Fish 17) 
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Fish gives much good advice about crafting a sentence. A simple 
exercise is to begin with three words and then add to them. To add 

clauses or phrases in a 
dependent or sub

Letter from a Birmingham Jail in which a several 
 

  
 . . . when you have seen vicious mobs . . . when you have seen hate-
filled policemen . . . when you suddenly find your tongue twisted . . . 
when you have to contact an answer for a five-year-old son . . .when 
you take a cross-country drive . . . when your first name . . .when 
you are harried . . . when you are forever fighting . . . then you will 
understand why we find it difficult to wait. (53) 

 

 Croll defines as 
ther by only the slightest of ligatures, each one 

carrying a stronger emphasis . . . than it would have if it were more strictly 

the additive style may break conventional rules as 
[that] does not develop; it just grows, and representation so often frustrate 

 
 

 . . . where I was born, and . . . and how my parents . . . and all that 

into it. (qtd. in Fish 67) 
makes a 

sentence more than a random list, practice constructing sentences and 
explaining what you have done, and you will know how to make sentences 

grade because it has degenerated i  
The best part of How to Write a Sentence, however, is praise Fish 

ur 
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novels, films, and student essays, I have my own 
favorites, the sentences that have stuck with me for years. 

Consider Huck Finn traveling down the Mississippi with his friend 
Jim. This is Twain at his best, and the reader can feel him- or herself on that 
r  much Mark Twain loved 
his river: On that river, there was "Not a sound, anywheres--perfectly still--
just like the whole world was asleep, only sometimes the bull-frogs a-
cluttering, maybe" (Twain 135).  Or, The Mississippi "was a monstrous big 
river down there--sometimes a mile and a half wide. . . .We had the sky, up 
there, all speckled with stars, and we used to lay on our backs and look up 
at them, and discuss about whether they was made, or only just happened" 
(Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 135-36). 

E -

grass was wet and cold as he knelt on the bank and dipped the canvas 
bucket into the stream. It bellied and pulled hard in the current. The water 

The Nick Adams Stories 
with the dew as he walked. After the hot day, the dew had come quickly 
and heavily. The river made no so  

Of course, the most ele 2. This 

feature is not lost on me, nor the power it contains to change the way we 
think about the universe. 

(135). Writing is not only a human way to communicate, but to do it 
 

 
This little book causes us to think about the joy of constructing good 

sentences that create meaning, beginning with the lowly yet powerful 
sentence. How we construct sentences are at once unique for our own 

clean writing is a top priority. Once expression is clear, the rest will follow. 
Task yourself and task your students to write in such a way that creates 
pride and confidence in writing. 
 


