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Sentences may be simple, compound, complex, or compound-complex.
A simple sentence contains one subject-predicate combination.  The subject or predicate or both may be compound, and objects or complements may be compound, but the sentence is built on one subject-predicate combination.
Examples: Martin owns a car.  Martin and Maria own a 1930 Ford with wooden doors and drive it proudly on holidays.
A compound sentence contains two (or more) simple sentences (independent clauses) joined by a comma and a coordinating conjunction, by a semicolon, or by a semicolon and a conjunctive adverb.  A compound sentence expresses two (or more) ideas of equal importance and connected meanings.  Clauses are coordinate (co means equal; ordinate means rank).
The coordinating conjunctions are and, but, or, and nor. For is treated as a coordinating conjunction when it means because (Martin keeps the Model A dry, for rain could damage the doors) but not when it is a preposition (Martin keeps the Model A dry for two reasons).  So is treated as a coordinating conjunction when a second clause shows a result of the first (Martin could not drive Saturday, so Maria took the wheel) but not when that could follow so (Maria drove slowly so (so that) she could see the scenery).  Grammatically, that is there whether or not it is spoken or written.  Yet (meaning but) is considered by some writers to be a coordinating conjunction; other writers use a semicolon instead of a comma with yet.
Examples:
Day after day, Maria worked on the engine, and Martin cleaned the upholstery.
Maria usually worked on the engine, but Martin preferred cleaning the upholstery.
Rain was forecast for Thanksgiving Day; consequently, the old Ford stayed in the garage.
Conjunctive adverbs such as consequently show a relationship between two thoughts.  
Common conjunctive adverbs include:
also
besides
coincidentally
consequently
finally
furthermore
however
incidentally
instead
meanwhile
moreover
nevertheless
next
now
similarly
still
then
therefore
thus
A complex sentence contains one independent (main) clause and one or more dependent (subordinate) clauses. An independent clause and a dependent clause are connected by subordinating conjunctions (for adverbial clauses) or by relative pronouns (for adjectival clauses).
Common subordinating conjunctions include:
after

although

as if
as soon as 

because
before
even though

if 

once
rather than
since
so that
than
though
unless
until
when
whenever
where
wherever
whether
while
Relative pronouns are: that, what, which, who, whom, whose.  The relative pronoun may be the subject of the predicate in the subordinate clause (sub means below or lesser; ordinate means rank).
Examples:
1. While Maria worked on the engine, Martin cleaned the upholstery.

2. Maria usually worked on the engine before Martin cleaned the upholstery.

3. Because rain was forecast for Thanksgiving Day, the old Ford stayed in the garage.
4. Maria, who worked on the engine, left the cleaning to Martin.
5. The Maria who worked on the engine was not the Maria who played the piano.
Notice that in sentences 1 and 3, a comma follows the introductory adverbial clause but that there is no comma when the subordinate clause is in second position as it is in sentence 2.  In sentence 4, the adjectival clause is set off by commas because the clause is non-restrictive, but in sentence 5, the adjectival clauses are not set off by commas because the clauses are restrictive.  See the handout on punctuation.
A compound-complex sentence contains at least two independent clauses and one or more dependent clauses.
Examples:  
1. Maria worked on the engine, and Martin cleaned the upholstery so that their car would work well and look good.

2. Maria, who worked on the engine all morning while Martin cleaned the upholstery, stopped when it was time to prepare lunch, but Martin continued working on a stubborn stain, which resisted all cleaners.
Which of those sentence patterns is most effective is a choice the writer makes each time a thought or a series of thoughts is to be expressed.  Sometimes a simple sentence is the strongest, clearest statement possible; sometimes a compound sentence puts two thoughts into perspective; sometimes a complex sentence puts two thoughts into a meaningful relation.  Dozens of variations on any pattern are possible.  The good writer develops a command of variations through reading and through practice.
Reading is essential.  Read often.  Read a variety of material.  Look at the words, phrases, clauses.  Listen to them.  Study them.  Analyze them.  Absorb them.  Master the ways that thoughts are made clear and strong.
In composition classes, each time you receive an essay that has been marked, spend several hours writing the thoughts in different patterns and in many variations.  If simple sentences seem choppy, combine them; then break them apart and try other combinations.  If clauses seem wordy, convert them to phrases: verb phrases, appositives, prepositional phrases, participial phrases.  Do not be content with one, two, three alterations.  Develop others and still others.
Write a paragraph. The following week, write a variation on the paragraph. Write a different version each week thereafter. Do the same with an excerpt of six to ten sentences from a newspaper. 
At-home exercise: Identify all clauses (and phrases) in all sentences on this sheet.
_______________________________________________________________________________________
Some of the words that are used as subordinating conjunctions may also be used as prepositions.  Although that does not often cause confusion, it might.  Do not ask what a word is; ask what it does.
Common prepositions include:

about
above
across
after
against
along
among
around
as
at
before
behind
below
beneath
beside
besides
between
beyond
but (except)
by
despite
down
during
except
for
from
in
inside
into
like
near
of
off
on
onto
out
outside
over
past
since
than
through
throughout
till
to
toward
under
underneath
unlike
until
up
upon
with
within
without

