
How to Play the Game

If you were to travel back in time to the year 1500, decades before any English-speaking communities had been established 
on the continent that we now call North America, the primary language taught in England’s schools wasn’t English. It was Latin, 
the language of the old Roman Empire. During the preceding centuries, educators in England had adopted the Latin alphabet 
(A, B, C, D, E, F, G, etc.) as the basis for the English writing system. They also began imposing the rules of Latin grammar on 
English, even though in most respects the organizing principles of the two languages are almost completely different. 

True, certain terms that English has borrowed from Latin seem to work in both languages: for example, sentence, noun, verb, 
adjective, and adverb. But over the centuries, other fundamental concepts — accusative case and dative case (later dubbed 
the “direct” and “indirect” objects), predicate nominative, predicate adjective, transitive and intransitive verbs — have 
needlessly complicated our understanding of how the English language works. 

A Simplified Approach to Writing Sentences in Plain English

By playing the GrammaTecture and GrammaText games, you will learn how to use 12 essential language patterns to organize 
words into sentences that are smart, interesting, and easy to follow. 

After you have become familiar with the some of the organizing techniques presented in the free Intro 1 – Smarter Writer video, 
you will be ready to play the GrammaTecture games. The objective of these games, based on the architecture of the language, 
is to apply the principles of English syntax — that is, to recognize which language patterns will help you get the right word in the 
right place. (Pages 1-72 of the Write Smart eBook provide a step-by-step explanation of the key players that comprise the 
architecture of English.) 

With the majority of online games that people enjoy playing, the designers who developed the coding have done most of the 
work and provided lots of special effects to capture your interest. But when you play the online GrammaTecture games, 
your brain is doing the work. Your brain is figuring out how the organizing principles and patterns of English work together 
to express ideas clearly. 

Playing the GrammaTecture Games

Playing the games requires a knowledge of the terms used to refer to the different kinds of words (or players) that operate in 
specific ways within each sentence. For the most part, the Write Smart System relies on traditional grammatical terms. But 
over the centuries, many people have found that some of these terms obscure, rather than clarify, the fundamental organizing 
patterns of English sentences.

To get the right word 
in the right place is a 
rare achievement.  

– Mark Twain

https://writesmart.org/tying-ideas-together-course/
https://writesmart.org/categories/
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For example, very few people — even those with advanced degrees — are able to explain the distinction between the terms “direct” object 
and “indirect” object.  That’s because, as we saw in the Smarter Writer video, most “indirect” objects are “directly” affected by the 
action of a verb,  and many “direct” objects are not. Even more confusing are the terms associated with linking verbs: “predicate 
nominative” and “predicate adjective.” 

For all of these — direct object, indirect object, predicate nominative, predicate adjective — the Write Smart System employs the 
term complement. Most contemporary linguists use complement to refer to a word or group of words that completes another 
language element: a verb, a subject, a preposition, etc. (For a more detailed explanation, see the WS eBook, pgs. 3-6 and 35-36.) 

To make sure that there are no misunderstandings about the use of the term complement or other terms you will need to 
know in order to play the GrammaTecture and GrammaText games, here is a brief review of the 4 Main Sentence Patterns:

1st Sentence Pattern
S AV vc 

Angela read a book. 

In this simple sentence (Subject = S / Action Verb = AV), you can see that even though book is not “directly affected” by the 
fact that Angela read it, book does complete the action of the verb read — so we can call book a verb complement (vc). 

But many people are accustomed to the term object, so we will refer to book as a vc/o. In other words, you can refer to book as 
a verb complement or the verb’s object, whichever is more comfortable for you. 

S AV vc/o 
Angela read a book. 

Just don’t refer to book as a “direct” object  — because it is not. 

Of course, some vc/o’s are directly affected.  For example: 

S AV vc/o 
Angela wrote a report. 

Here, report is directly affected by what Angela did. The report exists because Angela wrote it. If you stick with vc/o, you will 
always be dealing with a fundamental concept that consistently expresses how  a common type of English sentence works. 
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S LV sc 
Isaac Newton was a scientist. 

Here, the noun scientist completes (sc) the subject of the sentence, Isaac Newton. (See the WS eBook, pg. 29.) 

For centuries, language scholars favored a Latin-based concept, predicate nominative, which worked reasonably well when 
most educated people in England studied Latin in school. But I hope you can see that the term subject complement (sc) 
provides a simpler and more accurate understanding of the role this element plays in the sentence. 

The sc will normally be a noun or a pronoun, but it can also be an adjective (sc/a) in LV sentences. (See the WS eBook, pg. 30.) 

S LV sc/a 
Isaac Newton was smart. 

So the subject complement can restate the subject (sc) or describe the subject (sc/a). 

The difference between the vc/o and the sc is this: the vc/o in an AV sentence will extend the meaning of the action verb; the sc 
(or sc/a) in an LV sentence will extend the meaning of the subject. 

Note: Latin, unlike English, is a highly inflected, ornate language that relies heavily on strict separation between the subject and the 
predicate. One Latin text declares, “Every sentence consists of a subject and a predicate. The subject of a sentence is the person or 
thing spoken of. The predicate is that which is said of the subject.” That definition may be acceptable for writing Latin sentences, but 
it is too cumbersome to convey a practical understanding of how the English writing system works. (See the WS eBook, pg. 3.)  
Unfortunately, many of the Latin-based concepts (predicate nominative, predicate adjective, transitive verbs, intransitive verbs, 
intransitive linking verbs) act as barriers for most people who want to learn how to express their ideas clearly — in plain English.   

2nd Sentence Pattern 

When the main verb of the sentence is a linking verb (LV), the role of the complement changes. The complement following a 
linking verb normally restates or describes the subject, so we refer to this type of complement as a subject complement (sc).
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3rd Sentence Pattern 

Sometimes, you can complete the subject-verb relationship with a prepositional phrase. This type of phrase will normally begin 
with a preposition (pp) and conclude with an object of the preposition (opp). For example: 

S AV pp opp 
Angela graduated (from Stanford University.) 

S AV pp  opp 
Isaac Newton died (in 1727.) 

      S     LV      pp                 opp 
 The key is (under the doormat). 

You could also refer to the opp as the complement of preposition (cpp), but unlike the term “direct“ object, there is no ambiguity in 
the term of object of a preposition. 

Note: Three other phrases and two clauses can complete a subject-verb relationship: participial, infinitive, and gerund phrases (see 
the WS eBook, pgs. 46-55); adverb and noun clauses (see the WS eBook, pg. 62 and pgs. 69-71).  
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4th Sentence Pattern 

In the Intro 1 – Smarter Writer video, a fair amount of time is devoted to explaining how we form a passive verb (PV) and 
noting the role played by the auxiliary verb (aux). A passive verb can also take a vc/o. (See the WS eBook, pgs. 37-40.)

S aux PV vc/o 
The employees were given a bonus. 

Many passive sentences will include a prepositional phrase. 

S aux PV vc/o pp opp 
The employees were given a bonus (by the company.) 

Of course, you can turn the passive sentence around and make it active. 

S AV vc/o pp opp 
The company gave a bonus (to the employees.) 

Or you could express the same idea like this: 

S AV vc/o 
The company gave the employees a bonus. 

We are looking at a basic S-AV-vc/o pattern, but what about the word employees? 
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Intermediate Objects vs. Indirect Objects 

S AV vc/o 
The company gave the employees a bonus. 

In this example, traditional grammarians would refer to employees as an “indirect” object — a misleading term that distorts the role 
this element plays in English sentences.  As you can see, the employees are not “indirectly” affected; obviously, the fact that the 
company gave … a bonus  will directly affect them. Grammarians adopted the term “indirect” object centuries ago (in place of the 
Latin dative). It didn’t make any sense then, and it doesn’t make any sense now. 

If you pay attention to the syntax of the sentence, you will observe that the word employees comes between the action verb (AV) and 
the verb complement (vc/o). In other words, the position of employees is intermediate in relation to the AV and the vc/o. So a logical 
term for this player is intermediate object (io). Some might prefer the term intermediate complement, but for our purposes, 
intermediate object will work nicely. (See the WS eBook, pgs. 35-36.) 

S AV io vc/o 
The company gave the employees a bonus. 

Descriptive Language 

Most good sentences will not be as simple as the bare-bones examples we have been looking at so far. Usually, our sentences will 
include descriptive language — adjectives (adj) and adverbs (adv) — as well.

S adv AV io adj vc/o 
Stanford University recently offered Angela a full scholarship. 

S aux LV adj sc pp. opp 
The Republic of Singapore has been an independent nation (since 1965.) 
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Objective Complement 

Occasionally, a noun or adjective may act as a complement following the complement (or object) of an action verb (vc/o). 
This type of complement is generally referred to as an objective complement (oc or oc/a). For example: 

S AV vc/o oc 
The school board elected Maria Clemente president. 

Here, president identifies Maria Clemente. The verb to be (linking Maria Clemente and president) is understood. 

The school board elected Maria Clemente [to be] president. 

S AV vc/o oc/a 
The jury found the defendant guilty. 

The adjective guilty acts as an oc/a describing the vc/o defendant. (The jury found the defendant [to be] guilty.) 
See the WS eBook, pg. 32.

Almost all good sentences will follow one of the 4 Main Sentence Patterns. Occasionally, though, we may 
write a sentence that has no complement (The kitten purred) or that is completed by an adverb (I listened 
carefully). There are times when the positions of the subject and complement may be reversed, as in the 
first line of the famous Scottish folk song (Black is the color of my true love's hair) or when asking a question 
(Which TV shows do you watch?). And we may make a request (Please pass the salt) in which the subject 
(you) is not stated, but simply understood — "you understood." See the WS eBook, pg. 41.

We are not concerned here with the speculative, and often frivolous, theoretical discussions that some 
linguists indulge in. Our objective is to gain a practical understanding of how the fundamental patterns of the 
English writing system operate — and to see how playing games with those patterns can help us become 
smarter writers.       

Occasionally, a noun or adjective may act as a complement following the complement (or object) of an action verb (vc/o). 
This type of complement is generally referred to as an objective complement (oc or oc/a). For example: 



Terms and Symbols You Need to Know to Play the Games 

The key players are the Subject and the Verb (that is, the Main Verb) in each sentence. These symbols will always be CAPITALIZED. 

Subject – S 
Action Verb – AV 
Linking Verb – LV 
Passive Verb – PV 

Verbs referred to as auxiliary verbs (aux) may sometimes combine with the Main Verb. 

Complement — a word (or group of words) that completes a subject-verb relationship. 

• verb complement (acting as the object of an AV) – vc/o
• subject complement (with LVs, may be noun or pronoun that refers to the subject) — sc

(with LVs, may also be an adjective that refers to the subject) — sc/a 

Note: Certain phrases and clauses may also act as a vc/o or an sc. 
• (io) intermediate object (or intermediate complement) — a complement (object) that comes between an AV and a vc/o (often

referred to as the “indirect” object — see WS eBook, pgs. 35-36) 
• (oc) — objective complement (a complement that occasionally follows a vc/o — see WS eBook, pg. 32)

Descriptive language, including nouns and pronouns that act as modifiers. 

• (adj) adjective — will describe (or modify) a noun or pronoun
• (sc/a) adjective — will act as a subject complement
• (adv) adverb — will describe (or modify) a verb, adjective, or adverb

Connective — a key word that connects other words, phrases, or clauses. 

• preposition (pp)
• coordinating conjunction (cc)
• subordinating conjunction (sbc) — do not confuse sbc (subordinating conjunction) with sc (subject complement)
• relative pronoun (rp) — may act as a subject (rp-S), complement (rp-vc/o), or object of a preposition (rp/opp)
• indefinite relative (ir)
• conjunctive adverb (ca)
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 Clauses — see the  WS eBook, pgs. 56-72. 



• participle (pt) — present participles (ending in -ing) or past participles (often ending in -ed, -en, or t ). Participles are verb
forms that may also act as adjectives; when acting as adjectives, may be expressed as pt/adj.

As verb: The suspect was driving an SUV. (driving = AV) 
As adjective: A driving rain ruined the picnic. (driving = pt/adj) 
As verb: Sharon Aker has written several computer manuals. (written = AV) As 
adjective: The judge required a written explanation. (written = pt/adj) 

• gerund (gr) — verb form ending in -ing that act as a noun
As subject: Swimming is good exercise. (Swimming = gr-S) 
As complement: I enjoy cooking. (cooking = gr-vc/o) 

• infinitive (in) — can act as subject, complement, adjective, or adverb

To fly was once a human dream. (To fly is the subject = in-S.) 
She loves to travel. (The verb complement/object) is to travel = in-vc/o.) 
I needed time to think. (Here, to think describes time = in/adj.) 
Ketchup stains are hard to clean. (Here, to clean describes hard = in/adv.) 

Verbals, like prepositions, may take an object: object of the participle = opt; object of the infinitive = oin; object of the gerund = ogr. 

Appositives (appos) — elements that restate or redefine a subject, complement, or object of a phrase ( WS eBook, pgs. 106-07). 
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Before you play your first GrammaTecture game, make sure that you read the OBJECTIVE and the TUTORIAL 
carefully. Toward the bottom of the page, you will see a “scrambled sentence” (that is, words in random order). 
With your cursor, drag each word from the blue space into the gray box and organize your words to build the 
best possible sentence.  (Note: You must use all of the words to create your sentence.)

The first word and the last word are provided. You do not need to add any punctuation — that will come later 
when you begin playing the GrammaText games. One strategy that works for most people is to start with the 
subject-verb relationship (including auxiliary verbs) and use these elements as the foundation of your sentence. 
So … you are now ready to go to Game 1 of the Write Smart Games.  

Verbal — may be one of three elements taken from the principal parts of verbs (see WS eBook, pgs. 46-51). 
These are extremely useful verb forms that can act as descriptive words or nouns. Skilled professional writers and editors 
rely on these forms — commonly referred to as participles, gerunds, and infinitives — to keep their sentences moving.

Getting Started 
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