
1 Sentence Combining – Fatal Errors 

 

 
There are two common incorrect methods of joining sentences together.  Learn to 
recognize these pesky mistakes and get rid of them; do not tolerate them in your 
writing, or in anyone else’s: 
Comma splice 
The comma splice tries to join two sentences together by simply jamming them right 
together and sticking a comma in between.  The problem?  It doesn’t work – that’s not 
how commas are used, and it will immediately announce to your readers that you do 
not know the standard conventions of writing, and people will think you are a bad 
writer.  Don’t let this happen to you; comma splices are VERY easy to fix! 
 
Example: The dog lunged at Ted. It removed his liver with one bite. 
 
  The dog lunged at Ted, it removed his liver with one bite.  WRONG!!! 
 
           comma splice 
 
Run-on 
The run-on is basically a comma splice without the comma.  The problem?  It doesn’t 
work – all it does is jam a bunch of words together, making it hard to follow what is 
going on and who is doing what.  Run-ons immediately announce to your readers that 
you do not know the standard conventions of writing, and people will think you are a 
bad writer.  Don’t let this happen to you; run-ons are VERY easy to fix! 
 
Example: Ted turned to run away.  The dog, still gnawing his liver, followed. 
 
 Ted turned to run away the dog, still gnawing his liver, followed.  WRONG!! 
 
    run-on 
 
Correcting comma splices and run-ons: 
It’s easy to fix these two horrible mistakes.  Here are three methods: 
 
1) Don’t join the sentences – keep two separate sentences instead. 
 
  The dog lunged at Ted.  It removed his liver with one bite. 
 
2) Instead of a comma (comma splice) or nothing (run-on) between the two sentences, 
use a semicolon. 
 
  Ted turned to run away; the dog, still gnawing his liver, followed. 
 
3) Instead of a comma (comma splice) or nothing (run-on), use a conjunction with the 
proper punctuation to join the two sentences.  See the back side of this handout for 
details on how to use conjunctions. 
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Assignment: Sentence Combining 
 

Each example below consists of 2 sentences.  Some are joined together, and some are 
separate.  For each example, if the sentences are joined correctly, write “correct.”  If 
they are not joined, join them with the method requested.  If they are joined incorrectly, 
explain what the mistake is and then fix it with a method of your choice. 
 
1. Ted and Mark went to Europe, they kept getting attacked by wild beasts in the U.S. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Jim hates Geometry.  He really enjoyed Algebra.  (join with a subordinating 
conjunction – start with the dependent clause) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Karen lives in Mexico.  She doesn’t speak Spanish.  (join with a subordinating 
conjunction – start with the independent clause) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Jim was fast.  He wasn’t fast enough to escape the attacking lions.  (join with a 
coordinating conjunction (FANBOYS)) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. I hate tests.  I forget everything I’m supposed to remember.  (join with a semicolon) 
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Sentence Fluency – Semicolons and Conjunctions 
 

There are two basic methods of joining sentences together: you can use a semicolon, or 
a conjunction with the appropriate punctuation. Using these methods correctly will 
show readers that you are hip to the conventions of writing, and they will assume that, 
since you are a good writer, what you have to say is important.  Learn to join sentences 
correctly, and your writing will have excellent sentence fluency with a smooth, natural 
flow.  
 
1. Semicolon 
The semicolon is used to join two sentences that are closely related.  The effect is to 
suggest that the second sentence naturally follows the first, or that the second is 
somehow caused by the first.  The semicolon can be useful, but be careful not to 
overuse it. 
 
 Example:  The shark bit Mark’s legs off.  He was barely able to swim to shore. 
 
  The shark bit Mark’s legs off; he was barely able to swim to shore. 
 
 Not so good:  The shark bit Mark’s legs off.  Karen hated Geometry. 
 
  The shark bit Mark’s legs off; Karen hated Geometry.  WRONG. 
 
   (Here the 2 sentences are not related – don’t use a semicolon) 
 
Conjunctions – coordinating and subordinating 
Conjunctions are words that are specifically intended to join things together.  When you 
use conjunctions, you have a good chance to show how the sentences are related, 
which allows for some very sophisticated language and good sentence fluency.  There 
are two main types of conjunctions: coordinating conjunctions (FANBOYS) and 
subordinating conjunctions. 
 
2. Coordinating conjunctions 
These are the FANBOYS conjunctions; they join two independent clauses together.  
Coordinating conjunctions ALWAYS come between the 2 sentences, and you should 
ALWAYS use a comma before the conjunction. 
 
Example:  The bear mauled Jim badly, eating his arms and legs.   
 

     He was able to drag himself eight miles to safety using only his lips. 
 
    
The bear mauled Jim badly, eating his arms and legs, yet he was able to drag himself 

eight miles to safety using only his lips. 
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3. Subordinating conjunctions 
These are conjunctions that show relationships between clauses, such as time 
(as/while/when/once/till/before/after/during/until/since); cause and effect 
(as/since/because); and the idea that although this happened, this still happened 
(although/though/even though).  Some common subordinating conjunctions are listed 
below; there are many others. 
 

after  although  as  because  

before  how    if   once 

since   though   till  whether  

while  until    when where  

 

Subordinating conjunctions join an independent clause and a dependent clause.   
 
An independent clause stands on its own; it tells the whole story and does not leave the 
reader hanging.   
   Ted ran away   This is complete by itself 
 
A dependent clause is just an independent clause with a subordinating conjunction 
added to the beginning. 
 

   Because Ted ran away . . .         We need to hear the ending 
 
Two ways of using subordinating conjunctions: 
 
When using subordinating conjunctions, you can start with the independent clause.  In 
this case, no punctuation is needed with the conjunction. 
 
 Example:  Ted was blind because a crow pecked out his eyes. 
 
You can also start with the dependent clause; in this case, you must use a comma after 
the dependent clause. 
 
 Example: Because a crow had pecked out his eyes, Ted was blind. 
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Advanced Sentence Fluency: Appositive Phrases and Participial Phrases 
 
Appositive phrases and participial phrases allow you to combine sentences in 
sophisticated ways.  Basically, the idea is to convert one sentence to an appositive 
phrase or participial phrase, and then insert the phrase into another sentence. 
 
1. Appositive Phrase 
An appositive phrase renames a person, place, or thing.  It provides more detail about 
what it renames.  Take 2 basic sentences: 
 

Santa is a fat, red-suited elf.  Santa crashed through my window. 
 
Now convert one sentence into an appositive phrase – the appositive phrase is just the 
new name or nickname; remove the verb. 
 

a fat, red-suited elf = Santa  
 
This is an appositive phrase because it gives another name for Santa. 

 
Now insert the appositive phrase into the second sentence.  Appositive phrases MUST 
follow immediately after the person or thing they rename. 
 

Santa, a fat, red-suited elf, crashed through my window. 
 
Since an appositive phrase adds extra information that we don’t absolutely need, always 
separate it from the rest of the sentence with commas on both sides. 
 
 
 
 
2. Participial Phrase 
A participial phrase describes a person or thing by showing what actions are happening.  
There are 2 types of participial phrase: 
 

A. Present participle: this type of participial phrase uses the “ing” form of a verb 
(the present participle) as the beginning of the phrase.   

 
Take 2 basic sentences: 
 
 Bill fled in terror.  He barely managed to escape the savage ducks. 
 
Now convert one sentence into a participial phrase by starting with an “ing” word – 
leave out the subject of the sentence: 
 
 fleeing in terror = what Bill is doing 



6 Sentence Combining – Fatal Errors 

 

 
This is a participial phrase because it describes an action involving Bill 

Now take the participial phrase and insert it into the other sentence.  Just like appositive 
phrases, participial phrases MUST be right next to what they are describing. 
 
 Fleeing in terror, Bill barely escaped the savage ducks. 
    OR 
 Bill, fleeing in terror, barely escaped the savage ducks. 
 
Since a participial phrase contains information that is not essential, separate it from the 
rest of the sentences with commas. 
 

B. Past participle: this type of participial phrase uses the “ed” or “en” form of a 
verb (the past participle) as the beginning of the phrase.  Other than this 
difference, past participial phrases work exactly as present participial phrases. 

 
The ravenous mongooses were pursuing Ted.   He ran for the safety of the house.  
 
Convert one sentence to a participial phrase by using an “ed” or “en” verb form – leave 
out the subject of the sentence: 
 
 pursued by the ravenous mongooses = what is being done to Ted 
 
 This is a participial phrase because it describes an action involving Ted 
 
 
Now insert the participial phrase into the other sentence: 
 
 Ted, pursued by the ravenous mongooses, ran for the safety of the house. 
 
     OR 
 
 Pursued by the ravenous mongooses, Ted ran for the safety of the house. 
 
As with appositive phrases and present participial phrases, always set past participial 
phrases off by commas on each side. 
 
Here’s what a participial phrase looks like with an “en” verb form: 
 
 The jaguars ate Jenny’s lungs.  They could not be used for Biology class. 
 
 Jenny’s lungs, eaten by the jaguars, could not be used for Biology class. 
 


