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LESSON 3 

Sentence Structure: Simple, Compound, Complex, 
and Compound-Complex Sentences

A simple sentence consists of one independent clause and no subordinate clauses. 
It may have a compound subject and a compound predicate. It may also have any 
number of phrases. A simple sentence is sometimes called an independent clause
because it can stand by itself.

examples
Three bears emerged from the forest.
They spotted the campers and the hikers and decided to pay a visit.
The three bears enjoyed eating the campers’ fish, sandwiches, and candy bars.

A compound sentence consists of two sentences joined by a semicolon or by a 
coordinating conjunction and a comma. Each part of the compound sentence has 
its own subject and verb. The most common coordinating conjunctions are and, or, 
nor, for, but, so, and yet.

examples
Feeding bears is dangerous and unwise, for it creates larger problems in the long run.
Our zoo is home to two panda bears; they were originally captured in Asia.

A complex sentence consists of one independent clause and one or more 
subordinate clauses. The subordinate clauses in the examples below are underlined.

examples
When you finish your report, remember to print it out on paper that contains 
25 percent cotton fiber. 

Jim will water the lawn after he returns home from the baseball game.

A compound-complex sentence has two or more independent clauses and at least 
one subordinate clause. In the following examples, the subordinate clauses are 
underlined.

examples
Rabbits, which like to nibble on the flowers, often visit my garden early in the 
morning, or they wait until early evening when the dog is inside the house.

Larry enthusiastically leaps out of bed each morning after his alarm clock rings, 
yet he often feels sleepy in the afternoon.
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E X E R C I S E 1

Identifying Simple, Compound, Complex, and Compound-Complex Sentences 
in Literature

Identify each of the following ten sentences in the literature passage as simple, 
compound, complex, or compound-complex. Write your answers on the 
corresponding lines below.

1Until that August the house had been occupied by an old Jewish couple. 2Over 
the years I had become part of their family, without their knowing it, of course. 
3I had a view of their kitchen and their backyard, and though I could not hear what 
they said, I knew when they were arguing, when one of them was sick, and many 
other things. 4I knew all this by watching them at mealtimes. 5I could see their 
kitchen table, the sink, and the stove.
 6During good times, he sat at the table and read his newspapers while she fixed 
the meals. 7If they argued, he would leave and the old woman would sit and stare 
at nothing for a long time. 8When one of them was sick, the other would come 
and get things from the kitchen and carry them out on a tray. 9The old man had 
died in June. 10The last week of school I had not seen him at the table at all.

from “American History,” page 120
Judith Ortiz Cofer 
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E X E R C I S E 2

Understanding Sentence Structure

Write sentences containing the elements described in each of the directions below.

 1. simple sentence with simple subject and simple predicate

 2. simple sentence with compound subject and compound predicate

 3. compound sentence using conjunction and
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 4. compound sentence using conjunction for

 5. compound sentence with one independent clause having a compound subject and the other 
independent clause having a compound predicate

 6. compound sentence using semicolon

 7. complex sentence using one independent and one subordinate clause

 8. complex sentence using one independent and two subordinate clauses

 9. compound-complex sentence using two independent clauses and one subordinate clause

 10. compound-complex sentence using two independent and two subordinate clauses

E X E R C I S E 3

Using Different Sentence Structures in Your Writing

Choose a climactic event that occurrs in a novel or short story that you have 
recently read. Write a vivid description of this event, including characters, setting, 
and outcome. Ask a peer reader to read your description and try to identify the 
work of fiction in which it occurs. Use a variety of simple, compound, complex, and 
compound-complex sentences in your description of the event. Use your own sheet 
of paper for this exercise.
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