Dead Constructions
This grammar review is not complicated.  You won’t learn 17 rules.  Just one: Don’t use dead constructions.

Yet there are few grammar problems more insidious.   It is so common that dead constructions slide off our tongues or through the keyboards of our computers without a thought.  You probably didn’t notice that this paragraph contains two of them.  After this review, you should begin noticing them everywhere, especially in your own writing.  

Recognizing dead constructions

Finding dead constructions is a no-brainer if you are on the alert.  Look for sentences that begin with or contain the words “it is” or “there is.”    Dead, dead, dead.

Dead constructions commit you to a weak verb: “is.”  Dead constructions can hide the subjects in the back of sentences. In other words, the dead construction handicaps your writing, adding unnecessary words and weakening two of the most important parts of your sentence: the beginning and the verb.  

Getting rid of a dead construction puts a more powerful subject at the beginning and gives you the opportunity for an active verb.  That verb may even be lurking in your sentence disguised as a noun.  Look at the following sentence, for example. 

It is the intent of managers to hold a large clearance sale at Toys R Us.

Kill “It is,” convert “intent” to a verb, and restructure the sentence.  Shazam!

Toys R Us managers intend to hold a large clearance sale.

OK, you won’t win a Pulitzer, but at least you have a clearer, simpler sentence with an active verb and a strong subject.  

One exception: You may want to use “it is/there is” for emphasis

It was the mayor who broke ranks with the Democratic Party.

But use that kind of construction sparingly!  Make sure you can justify resorting to a sentence form that is, by definition, dead, dead, may it rest in peace. 

Helpful hint

· Do a word search for “there” and “it” before you hand in a story. Get rid of every one of them you can, substituting strong nouns and verbs whenever possible.







