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Sentence Tune-up
Misuse of Linking Verbs:  Faulty Equations
Linking verbs connect a subject to its following description. Sometimes, writers create a faulty link between the subject, verb, and the subject’s complement or object: 
The thesis of this paper is the difficulty of solving our environmental problems.

What is the author saying in the above sentence? “The thesis is the difficulty” or “the difficulty of solving our environmental problems is the thesis?” When writing, be sure your sentences clearly state your ideas with no confusion:
The thesis of this paper deals with the difficulty of solving our environmental problems.

By eliminating the linking verb “is” and using a stronger, active verb, the idea of this sentence is clearer.

Empty Subjects and Wordiness:
Occasionally, writers preface a sentence with empty subjects:
It is a well-known fact that exercise strengthens muscles.
There are several ways of interpreting the economic indicators.

In the above sentences, “it” and “there” do not represent the real topic; hence, they are empty subjects taking up space. The following are revisions of the previous examples:
Exercise strengthens muscles.
Economic indicators challenge interpreters' abilities.

The above examples are straight to the point. Using empty subjects is not necessarily wrong; however, eliminating as many of them as possible will clean up your writing and make your sentences brief and direct.
Another common point of error is wordiness:
The reason the state legislature consistently votes for tax increases is because of the myriad of special interest projects that need to be funded.

Notice how this sentence is very passive and indirect. To avoid this, consider the point you wish to make and get there as quickly as possible:

The pressure to fund a myriad of special interest projects forces the members of the state legislature to vote consistently for tax increases.

Notice how substituting the filler words “the reason” and “is because” with more forceful terms changes the tone from passive and indirect to active and powerful. When writing, be sure that you’ve stated your ideas as clearly and as concisely as possible. You will not only eliminate empty subjects and wordiness, but also change your overall tone.
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Exercises:
Rewrite these sentences to remove problems.

1.  A tragedy is when all the main characters die at the end.

2.  The reason I think I would rather live in Florida is because of what I read in a travel brochure.

3.  Only once is how many times Huck lies to Jim.

4.  It is a well-known fact that there are too many commercials on TV.

5.  My dad being unable to control his temper meant the difference between peace and pandemonium at our house.


Last updated: Fall 2006
Answer Key: (Possible correct rewrites)


In a tragedy, all the main characters die at the end.


Because of what I read in a travel brochure, I think I would rather live in Florida.


Huck lies to Jim only once.


Everyone knows that too many commercials are on TV.


Being unable to control his temper, my dad determined whether my house was peaceful or chaotic.
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