The Three-Step Test
Whenever you have difficulty determining if a sentence is complete, use the three-step test.  By using it, you can tell if a word group is a fragment (such as a phrase or a dependent clause).  By using it, you can also tell if you have an independent clause (or a complete sentence).  In addition, by using the three-step test, you can tell if you have two independent clauses that are improperly joined either as a run-on or as a comma splice.

Step 1:  Locate the verb.
Remember that verbs may indicate action (scamper, write, blink), may indicate state of being (am, is, are, was, were), may have certain endings (-ed, -s, -ing), and may have common helping verbs preceding them (the be verbs, have, has, had, do, does, did, may, might, must, will, shall, could, should, would).  But also remember these two points:

· A verb cannot be preceded by the word to.  This construction, known as an infinitive, is never going to be the verb in your sentence.

· A word ending in -ing can be a verb only if it is preceded by a helping verb, in particular, one of the be verbs—am, is, are, was, were.

If the word group contains no verb, then you do not need to go through the next 

two steps.  You know that you have a phrase, a type of fragment.

Step 2:  Locate the subject.


To locate a subject, ask yourself the question "Who?" or "What?" before the verb.


The answer to that question should be your subject.

· However, keep this one point in mind:  the subject of a sentence is never in a prepositional phrase.  So the noun or pronoun that inevitably follows a preposition such as of, from, in, between, during, with, like, or others is the object of the preposition and cannot be the subject of the verb.

If the word group contains a verb but does not have a subject, then you do not 

need to go to Step 3.  Once again, you have a phrase, a type of fragment.

Step 3:  Determine if you have an independent or a dependent clause.
If you have a verb and a subject, then you have a clause.  But it is important to know if the clause is dependent (if so, you still have a fragment) or independent (if so, you have a complete sentence).

Dependent Clauses

A dependent clause has a dependent word either preceding the subject or coming between the subject and verb.  Some common dependent words that appear before subjects are after, although, as, because, even though, if, since, unless, until, when, where, whether, and while.  For example, 


Whether you want him to come to the party or not.  [Fragment]

Some dependent words—most often that, which, and who—can appear between a subject and verb.  For example, 


A mountain that rises prominently over the Front Range.  [Fragment]

You can correct these fragments caused by dependent clauses if you add words to create an independent clause.  The first fragment above can add an independent clause before or after the dependent clause:


Whether you want him to come to the party or not, Cornelius will be there.

The second fragment above can add an independent clause before the dependent clause or, as shown in the following, can simply add a verb for the subject in the dependent clause:


A mountain that rises prominently over the Front Range is Longs Peak.

Independent Clauses

Although independent clauses can stand alone as complete sentences, often you want to put two independent clauses into one sentence.  When you do, be careful to avoid run-ons such as the following:

We almost missed our flight out of St. Louis the traffic near the airport was gridlocked. 

Inserting a comma does not solve the problem.  The result is another sentence error called a comma splice:

We almost missed our flight out of St. Louis, the traffic near the airport was gridlocked.

The three-step test can help you determine if you have two independent clauses connected with no punctuation (a run-on) or with a comma (a comma splice).  To correct these problems, insert a semicolon between the two independent clauses:  

We almost missed our flight out of St. Louis; the traffic near the airport was gridlocked.


Or you can make them two separate sentences by using a period:

We almost missed our flight out of St. Louis.  The traffic near the airport was gridlocked.

By the way, you can link two independent clauses with a comma if you can logically insert one of the seven coordinating conjunctions (and, but, for, nor, or, so, yet) after the comma.  The most logical choice for the previous sentence is the following:

We almost missed our flight out of St. Louis, for the traffic near the airport was gridlocked.  


So use the three-step test to determine if you have a fragment, a run-on, or a comma splice and to verify that you have a complete sentence.

