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S s Much -recent research into college writing has focused -

“on syntactic measurements. Significant problems inherent in such use

.. c£ these indices‘arise.for_th%}r validity at and reyond the college

~.level and center on‘the[tgrms'!naturity," "complexi ty," and "growth.".

" "maturity" has not been satisfactorily defined, nor has the leveél of
‘dompetence been specified at which college students can‘;gasohaply‘be‘

' expected to perform. Psycholinguists are replacing "complexity" in

+4hé understanding of the process of discourse conprehension Lty am

" interest in the meaning, finction, and content of texts, and research

 in digccurse production is following suit. Regarding. "growth," L

,»althbséh writers do Mse increasing numbers of transfofmations as they -

.- 'beccme' mcre rroficient.in composition, many more semantic - ;

" -propositions underlie the sentences as well; skilled adults alsé
x\depend»cn severa¥? transformations seldom found in children's prose.
+~Jt is protable that the .preoccupation with syntactic growth has led

‘ .to0.a. general misunderstanding of syntactic approaches to composition..
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‘ ; ',-.' ', I m gblng “to.’ talk about T—unlts today, and ome subject I m: not g%ng to'
o 2 cOve'r is the therapeutlc value of 'I‘—un-lt countlng. When I. f1rst moved.&’to "
[‘_\- t .“North Dakota from the Unlverslty of Washzngton, I qulckly not1ced that the
o A 'y .
NN b ‘ . . N

'?natlves ate a’ lot a,nd drank a lot,,.and after the. first w1nter I well under-‘

I ! t

/ stood ‘the reaso.nsz.. One of the veé';.tlges from my. days in. the PacJ.fJ.c Northwest

N .
D.l.'

L was the hablt of recyclJ.ng everythlng returnable, and shortly Iwhad accumulatea

AY

> [

e e \.» - E . .
a back porch f/ull of empty beer thtles and ].re ‘cream tubs, an: ever present /

. .. "/ “.. )L

graph of my‘xndulgenée. I took up crosSrcountry skllng, but that sport offered

..... - a . - . a »

no cons1stent outlet for my energles 'that first year because the wind llte;cal V4
: \ K’ v. : . ; N :‘%
o : 1' L,
. blew they/snow away. In) late January I dJ.scovered the joys of T—un“it count,.ﬁ'igm‘
x / . - '

and my /braJ.n ce.lls that remaJ.n undamaged and trousers that still encompa'%?(‘ 'I-'.«;

: -/ B i : v
ny middle owe tﬁgelr contJ.nuJ.ng l;fe to the T—unJ.t. .-But that s ,anoth'er st'oéy.
o/ “ i
ot /‘ What I-am’ 901ng to d1scuss 1s- the burgeonlng 1ndustry ‘of syntactlcg
. '!. 3 ' . ' .o R
’ . r/e/search in college wntlng, an 1ndustry to whlch I have contrlbhted nmy sets
i .« CoR- : ¢ . 9 . "‘_

S

/of-' statist:_i.cs for 015“_.1,53. -and T-units lengths of college _and adult wr:l.ters‘B
. ’ v . . . . - R PR

/ Specifically, I want+to examine why fesearchers 1in college writing have seized
. . - 4 . b . ’ . ) ~. . . ' B ‘ L ° B
/o + upon syntactic méasurements, why syntactic measurements have. been accep‘d L

' // . 'uncritically,' and more .important_, whether' sy_ntactlc measurements can tell us
. ‘ . .

b\/‘ ' anythJ.ng -about the effectJ.veness of a piece of writing or a college student's

o progress1ve mastery of the SklllS of er.tten dJ.scOurse. o . ‘.

1

,/ %-. = * The broad outllne of research 1Ix\1 syntactlc develOpment is generally .

e a ' ' EE . e » b
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5.{;. ' o known, as . i; the hlstory of sentence comblnlng as a method of a celeratlng

o thisigevelopment. .The godfather of develbpmental syntactic rese rch in \
writing“;s,voffcourse, Kellogg Hunt._ Hunt_s great advantagefover3earlier
researchers came.with the emergence‘of trangformational grammar, enabling
. him to‘explaln how older writers 1ncreas1ngly use Varlous embeddlng and
. ‘:~deletlon transformatlons to pack more 1nformation }nto less space. It was : :;
:' HUnt s work in def;nlng 1nd1ces of measufement, homever——especlally hls ‘
o -~ et - * .
- ;t“ ;nv ntlon of. the T—unlt——that brought his research w1de c1rculatlon. Indicativé'

N D L

oL of- th1s popularlty is the ffequent reproductlon ‘of Hunt s summary table of .

. . ., -~ . . - -
. clause to'sentence'length factors for chxldreg 1n grades four, e1ght, and’

'3 Lo C e i'

twelve, -and for a group labelledt"skllled adults" (1965, P 56)!‘ The means -

SR o .j} . &t . ‘
IR for each bf the three grade levels mark regu ar s ages” of development in .

. w - .

wrltlng, stages conflrmed by several subsequent stud1es of the prose of '

- .- L

_‘Y.';, schoolcﬁlldren (cf o' Dbnnell, 1976)g Hunt then computed ‘the. means . for clause,_
IS - g v - ] : ' ‘.
° . T—unlt, .and sentence length ;n elghteen exp051tory essays appearlng 1n
s - . . - a-r P .. .

_--."‘ \Hagper s and The Atlantlc as a ta§get for less accompllshed persons, to aim
.

EEEE .. .
" . - . ./ . . \
\

T L e e, b o€ o

o bo, . I i : .. |

§t3“ EREEY At the same t1me that Hunt and h1s assistants were busy counting WOrds

. - .
. - ) Al . ) . . \',

- _and T—unlts in chlldren S . themes, John Mellon was wrltlng senten e. embeddrng

N R '
MEN .

Lo LY . .
) exérclses whlch would later be the basls for the f1§st sente ce-comblnlng P .

. S . : . ‘en = . <3 R ; y\" ‘

‘-.' : ‘ experlment\ steerlng the direction of research in syntactlc approaches ‘to \_Qg
a \ - - CA : ! :
&omposltlon for years to come. Mellqg[s,assumptlons that syntactlc maturlty

v ‘
!

i d

[N

'éf ’ could be accelerated through sentence—comblnlng practlce and that th1s

: : K ) “ - e [ »”- . . ;
SR acceleratlo would malntaln or even 1ncrease overallpwrltlng effectlveness

e underlle the now numerous repllcatlons of h1s i in elementary and

kS

.secondary cl ssrooms. Sentche-combl 1ng¢exper1ments have lately been extended

¢ R v

. . . A
. ’ . = N
St to wrlteré g college age, led by the large and¢1mpress1ve=M1am1 Unlverslty

- T . . s ad
. ¢ et

[ERJ!:( A AR _ : , ~:

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



.:"“)‘) - ’ ' . . L > LS
experlment (Daiker t al., 1978, Morenbepg et al., 1978, Kerek et al-:\y’\ﬁx \

A € Ve - T .
The: college sentence—comblnlng experlments have folloued Mellon s research

'.\

des1gn, measurlgg both syntactlc maturlty and subjectlvely Judged wr1t1ng

o ¥

i

quality. Hunt's normative Statlstlcs, descr1b1ng a broad syntactlc gap -

~ -

.
“' - '. . : ) - |
. bebween hlgh school senlors and coIiege students7 in- part 1nsp1red these

1 N . » 1
F'v experlments,/as)well aS'the desire for measures which would allow. comparlson

)
( v

.wples taken at d1fferent tlmes and places\under,dlfferent AN

B - COndlthnS. ‘%arker, Kerek,.and Morenberg, Stewart (1978), .and Mulder, Braun,’

. « .. ] .® . . ,"
IR and Holllday 51998) all report S1gn1f1cant ga1ns in the syntactlc matur1ty e T
. . . . ,‘N D ’

of ¢ollege stupents, shortenlng th1s so—called gap. Furthermore, several

LA

SR 5i_§iséntence—oomb1ni 'udies,-beginning-with O'Hare (1973);jafso report gains « °
., L . ‘& hE l' . “ . F '. " . ) . AP .
T 1n w 1t1ng qualrty, an% researchers have assumed, though haVe been unabie to
R . ' . \ . » . N - > .’-‘
L prove, that these 1ncreases .are. d1rectly related. ':E- ' : 3

_ - T dec1ded to test. th1s assumptlon as par of an" experlment on the effect
¢ - :.' Q \/ o [
T of generat1ve rhetorlc in freshman Engllsh that I conducted last year

~

. (FaLgley, l979b; l979c). All qu@nt;tatlve factors, 1nclud1ng Hunt' s develop—

' mental measures .and other factors such as total length, wéfe considered as

N N
BN

x PR pred1ctors of overall quallty in a- multlple regress10n'analys1s, a stat1st1cal

prOcedure for esti7at1ng a dependent, var1able, 1n “this - case thé hOllStlc

rating, from a.series of independent’ variables. ThlS analy51s revealédrthat

“‘Hunt's three ihdicés of maturity, words. per T;unlt,'words per clause, and

.&

o~
.

. & ’ ' L . i L . ) S
clquses,per»T—unit, together,jéedicted‘less than two percent'of the variance
1t'length'and clause lepgthy the index, Hunt l

#n hOllStlc scores.l Both T-
v " found as most éénsltlve of muturlty in older wr1ters, p%oved toihebinslgnificant;‘
R :”;'>fhin predicting how readers would asse;s overall quality. ,This finding ds“

\:. s:milai tofthe conclusionS‘of>Nold and Freedman:s (1977) experimentcon the"

. I, Q;;;q-of readers' responses to essays. . - - L .

. ] . . LN K . e %

L. A Y . o - . - * . . .

" . : / - L Lo e ) . o, i [ . ‘ ' . ' Lo : ] ) L '»,
A ) A ) . .oe . o L
Q . L ‘ - ‘ o 4 : S o : L
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.. B « then began to questlon the value of T—unlt and clause length as

L : normatlve measurements for older wrlters and especxhlly as 1nd1cators of

L. : . 3 .

/ progress in pedagoglcal experlments. A number of problems are inherent in

q" . - the use of these indices for college wr1t1ng*—some relatlvely minor, such
s . . £
. . Il N

. .as differing. procedures for countlng:words, some more 51gn1f1cant, such as

the ‘difficulties presented by nonstandard prose, and some which questlon the

; o : .Validity of these measure$Ents at the-college.level and beyond. The problems

~ ..in the latter,group center on the termS'ﬁmaturityﬁL;complexity,"'and “growth.!
' ) ) e 4 . . , [N ’ et

To begln w1th, the idea of "maturlt%" 1n wrltlng takes on\F veryfdlfferent '

T WA

\' N
{meanlnglafter a wrlter leaves h%gh school. .No one has satlsfactorlly deflned

L . L * .
- o . whak . adult competenCe in wrltlng cons1sts of or what level of competence‘ .

- , / . . r ¢ - )
college students can reasonably'%e expected to ach1€ve. Hunt makes clear,in"
: - »
i - h1s monograph that his flgures for Skllled adults are suggestlve of-posslble
. : Y , ; : . 1

KL : further development after Whe grades, not normatlve flgures for close .

comparison. Nevertheless, Hunt s. flgures for skzlled adults, 20 3 words per

. f . ?

‘T-unit and 11.5 words per: cla se, frequently are quoted as Skllled adula norms.

i Though these flgures may be roughly accurate for the’ type of exposltory ' ﬂb‘ }»
’ “ ' L .
essays that appear in Harper s, The Atlantlc, and in many"* of the antholog1es .

b -

-
-

. .-&e use, such essays hardly represent the world of wrltten dlscoufse or even_'

. e o . .

’ the no 1ctlon prose of skilled wrlters, somethlng we\should know by nEw from
. - . }' ; - 4
* the eXx ensive classlflcatory effortsﬁgf scholars such as Klnneavy (1971)
.’ " - . : - a hd l
f LR e \The use’ of Klnneavy s scheme\for a1ms\of discourse still would not supply.

Satlsfactory normatlve figure's s1nce w1de iffferences exist W1th1n narrowly
Foo v ] .. . .

def1ned éategorles caused by the 1nfluences of aud1ence, v01ce, subject, and

. RN PN .
y 4 ” R . . RN

other tradltlonal rhetor1cal conslderatlons, SO muchuﬂe that a small but

- r . : Lo . A3 . ¢ .

. b
LT notlceab}e percentag@‘of anthologlzed essays contain T—unlt and clause lengths
N | b

i DR comparable to the means of 1h—class essays%f h1gh school\ 'senlors (Faigley. 1979a)

- . « - .

El{l‘fc R < Y X ] (_,ﬁs‘ Lo A | o ) . | "i
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A more telling example of variation occurs in prose samples which I lump
. ’ . ) : . ] - - e
'together asi"Instructional Discourse.."I Within this subcategory of Reference
v v I" . R

Discourse are items such as cookbooks, repair manuals,.other "how-to-do~it"
L] 3 B . . P ’ .
,books, conteSt blanke,'workbooks, instruétions on package" registration

N . p, ~

)

~}forms, and. éuides to reference bOoks. From thls group*I took several thousand

word selectlons, among ‘them -one from the recipes in the New York Times

T Cookbook (1961) and another from the “Guide'to the Dictionary“ in The American

.,Heritage chtlongry (l969).~ The‘recipes in The New Yorkinheé~qukbook

v
et ~ .o

) onta1n T-unft and clause lengths below saven words, less than Hunt's flgures,
. \‘ T ¢ )
for fourth graders, yet I cannot see how this prose gan be'called‘somethlng .

“ other than skilled adult writing, eyen if it does lie at one extreme.zv
. . . Recipes in other cookbooks I examined yielded mean figures similar to The,'

R

et New York TimgsACookbook, demonstrating the authors' awareness of purpose.
f] *As -a noviCe'cook‘I must refer to the cqofhook.for‘each step‘of a'recipe,'v
'memorlze that step, return to the stove or counter,‘and perform'the
o . '
. apgroprlate task, a process the cookbook author fac111tates by phasxng each )g?.

, : \,P’-'j\- Zind P
. statement in ‘the ‘'most stralghtforward way possible. ~The dlctlonaqy guld" e

. L Lﬂ<

. also glves an expllclt set of 1nstructlons, but it has a mean T—unlt leni

.~

. )
of l7 8 words and a clause length of ll 4 Words, the last- flgure rlght at .

Huntfs mean for skilled adultsﬂ .The author of the guide does‘not expec¥

-

-

that the. reader will need to.recall-the verbatim content in order to. use \
s, . B . A | S
the dictionary, storing the iﬂkormatiOn_instead in long-term memory.
' _ At the"other extreme from recipes is grammatical'prosé;that is virtually~
. : . e : . ' a

< d N Ol
3

unreadable for syntactlc reasons one. vExcessive length is'one.of the
, symptoms of ‘the bureaucratlc st le, a style w1th wh1¢h we are too famlllar.

" To avoxd taklng a cheap shot at one of our favorlte targets,_I computed Hunt s

e ‘ . ' - .

] indices for one of_Richard Altjck's clever_parodles of the bureaucratlc style '
‘\’» .A.,-.‘.'\ ‘. .. - Ve . o L D‘

o W e 6. ©
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‘arillman, 1971; San Jose, 1972; Perron, 19764, 1976b, 1976c; Crowhurst,-1977;

sentence, and claus€ types; however, fluency is sﬁ:étimes’useq\in discussing
a

- e N ‘-\?
° - - ) : . . ’

. . . .
.‘ . - . - ) ! )

r e . : \ ' N

v j . ’ . ! -

. ' . . : QY . . !
- , : . : I 6 \' :

* (1969, pp- 80-81),'arriving at.figures of 2%,7 words per T=-unit and 14.9

. .
g -~ B

uwdrdsvper clansea Readable prose with somewhat higher figures can be written,

\ . . ¢

but as Kinneavy (1979) haa warned, we should sense when syntactic maturity
- f’; - . .
, u
becomes §Yntactic senility. . . o s .
. ) - e
" Across discOurse modes and aims, of course, these differences become

more pronounced There. is good ev1dence tha writers of all. .ages sense to"

!u-

I

V

some degree the‘cons1derat10ns oﬁ<subJect,-audience,)/pg\purpose in the

-wcomposition process as shown by adJustments.in their syntax. DAt the beginnlng

N .'fo“, I 4

A - o

of this semester,-I took writing samples from;a,class of'college students,
asking them to write 'in three different discdurse modes and-aim$ on successive -
e . . . t o . . i R
days. The means for the persuasive sample were nearly five .words per T-unit

- . . . - ~ .. ot - .

and one and a half words per glause higher than the means for the e;pr?ssiver

- - . ] * - R

* - . 3 i
sample.3 Several researchers have noted variation. caused by mode and aim of

B | . . . - ! - -
discourse' at .other age levels {Seegars, 1933; QOhnsonp,l967; Veal and| fl

o i ' e . ' - . ] ; .

! o

. . -

Witte and Da%is, 1979). . . 3{1'4 BT .
Early on, Mellon chose the. term "synt3ctic fluency insteadcof ' QP
"syntactic maturity," defining fluency as "the range of sentemce types i',5"

B . . .

observed in representatiVe—sampleswoﬁra‘student's‘writing" (1969~ p. 16).

4 .

Mellon supported thi&;definition;with-an'extensive group‘offstatistics on
. . P - B . , . .

Hunt s indices of maturity which- tell us little ut’ sentence variety im

L
-5

« older writers. Bureaucratic prose, high 1n T-unit and clause length tyﬂically _

reliés on the samelz%nstrucfions, Epefpassive-voicefand prepositional phrasés -
piled one on top of another. We get some notion of the variety in the prose
- \, « ] . .
of Skllled aduits by s1mply looking at the standard dev1ation of T—unit and
oo [ i . . .
sentence'length in'comparison to similar figgres from cpllege'student prose.
a'l'g .'. b ) - .. N , .~ .
]

EEE B



. ) . . . -
) N . ¢ P - ) (8
' . S S 7
T ‘ . ot

(3

""'I discovered that the standard deviation of sentence length for a skilled

adult sample is over fifty percent higher than that oY college students,

‘over a fi?q word difference, wﬁile compdrison of mean length alore showed

- .
o

. ) "Just a three‘wde»difference,.'4 "Fluency" demands indices other than those . .

. -
.

" of Hunt if we are to usgé the term meaningfully, indices which'truly<heasure .

]
. ° ) . . -

‘sentence variety. . . e

v . L)

Another term which has been used as a synonym for "syntactic maturity™
. ' - " 0
> L4

. N e . . 4 . o, C, . . :
" is "syntactic complexity.” This term has been the focus of .much recent .
~ '] . ) .

o\ »

. R PO
research in psycholinguistics from the quite different pefspecthe of didcourse

- - - ‘&

. cémprehension rather than discourse production. The impetus for this research ,
3 A S

P . \

v . : - -
also camélfrom'chomSRY's theories of transformational. grammar, which did not

! 14

claim to ?;scuss‘psychological processes in language production, but wyhich, |

- ' * \

did imply their existence. Psycholinguists subsequently began to test whether

/>// »  or not the transformations in Chomsky's theorieé\direétly mirrored psychological
. .- . o : ['. - . . -

ey . * ' f +, . L . '. .

/\KJ * % reality. This hypothesis.came to be known as the derivational theory of
complexity, and early expériménts suggestéd its validity. One typical

“ : . W , S .
» experiment (Miller and McKean, 1964) found that subjects requiredtabou? as

. ‘v .

1 ‘much time ‘to comprehend a negative—passive4transfogwed'sentence.as they did
S ' sy . : .
to comprehend separately a negative sentence plus a passive sentence.

-

s \ e

- ) ) But in rséint years the derivational, theory & i::za&exity has been -, Q

“r - A . ’»
onstrated that'someX' -
, : . o
transformations produce sentences easier to comp;ehénd than less trans- ', Y

-

. N . * )
soundly rejected. Fodor, Bever, and Garrett (1974)

3 . . \

. 4 e P ' . . . . . v
formatid;ally complex counterparts. Deletion transformations frequently bring ,Z<

, B - . ‘ A o . LN
this f;::ﬁg. _Jack jumps higher than Jill is easier to. understand than-Jack

jumgs higher than Jill jumps, even though it requires an additional “transformation.

The adjective derivation‘of'stahdard transformatiqnal theory’sdppf}es another

’ -

. gooé examgle,rwherefThe small boy threw the red ball is more complex than' The
,.i;v \J :

- -

i . o . \ .
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\

boy who ig.small threw the ball which is xed, but certainly the former is

. ¢

»

“easier to comprehend. _ .-

' hd . .

- R K
. »

‘ . ‘ .
I don't have'‘'time to delve more deeply int this expanding and complax .

area of'fesearch. My puxpose is only to point out that psycholinguists have

~

replaced their interest in syntacti theory.as a way ‘of understanding the

\

process of discourse qomprehen51on Yy -an 1nterest in the ‘meaning of texts,

the function 6f texts, and;the.context of texts.. We now seé research in ’”

written disco@rse prodhctioﬁ beginning to follow suit (cf. Nirsch 1977, 1979; -

- C - ~ .

’ - .
de Beaugrande, 1979). ) .o

The final term I wish to discuss is "growth," a term'which is misleading

in Feveral,respects. Early sentence-combining studies claimed growth in

-
——

‘syntactic maturity according to Hunt's summary table; O'Hare, for instance,
' 'V ; .

] .
claims five years of growth in maturity for his sevehth-grade treatment group .

‘ .

4 i )
(1973w p. ,56). Th exts?sion of . thi's metaphor to ‘college students brings the

vision of a mad scientist creating an army ‘of twalve—ﬁpot'gi?nts to take over

the world of discourse. Hunt's table, as you recall;'sﬁbws wide differences
L . . . *

between twelfth graders and skilled adults in T-unit and clause length, wider s

\ .

even than the differences between.twelfth gfaders.and fourth graders. 'The

N -

table,-though,@says‘vefy little about the nature of,these differences,
: ' T S 2

‘particularly for older writers.” Writdrs do use increasing numbers of

L)
L
'
-
.
-
)
-
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Y
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transformations as they become more proffcient in composition, but this truism 3&
. . . -« » .4

4

overlooks two  very important considerations. ’ T, . - .

~ . .
The first is that skilled adults begin the writing stage of the composing
process with more sovcalled kernels to transform into longer séntehpes,\:ﬁgt"

- .

many more semantic propoéitions.underlie the sentenceg of skillgd adults as- ~ %

1

. . /- . .
well as more transformations, that skilled adults simply see more--more detail,

more connections, more aspects from more perspectives. To néglect this is to

-

. e : : ., . )
r N \ . ! . : /



. v

neglecf the role of invention. " ' ) ‘ _ “

L Secondf skilled adults depend  on several transformations whidh;ar@" o

‘ o ., - » ‘ | _ .
P . rarely found in the prose of schqplchildren. A few of these transformations
. y 7 , . . - ! »

. )

. + greatly influence Hunt's indices, especiaily'ones which produce nonrestrictive

N ) °  reduced. clauses such as participial phrases and appositives, constructions

"™
/

I'qhich fatten clause length'according to Hunt's definition because Ebey do

. | . .o / :

§< , . . ot coptain'f;nite subjects and verbs. I.found that neérLy éll the différence
. h\ o\ in cl;use and T—unit,Iéngth.fo; a éet'OE'éssaYs written by college greshmen
| \\ .~ and Antth?gizéd éssays of. ski{ied'?dulfs is cau;ed by increased use of '
o 59nrestr1ctive,modifiers_(FaigleYr 19793)::\1“ anthcloéized ;onfiction proge

LN ® .

of skilled adults,-a good bali-park~estimate th;ough all aims oﬁ_discogrse

» - - -

} ;. 'is about thirty percent of ‘total words in free modifiers, while college
.- ' freshmen use about half this total (Christensen, l968j Wolk, 1970; Faigley,

S [] .
) - : - ) .
A979a). Excludifg nonrestrictive modifiers, the mean T-unit léngths of the
AY o

) , : . . Ve
tﬁp groups are virtually identical, 12.2 for the freshmen and 12.4 for the

A i ‘ ’

* anthologized writers. : .

\§inq€\freshmen'and skilled adults place about the same percentage of

total words in nonféstrictive madifiers before the main clause, the "growth"

-

: mUSticomé{through the addition of nonrestrictive modifiers within and, after

the main clause.s Such growth is what Christensen advocated, and what has
[ 2 . - B .

~ .

. .

been taughtvin.college éxperimgqts testing syntactic1based'inétrucgion. The

a

o syntactic gains of the treatment’ group in the Faigley experiment in generative

’

. " rhetoric resulted exclusively from an increased number of words in final L,

nonrestrictive modifiers (1979b). I assume that additional nonrestrictive

.
, ’ . .

" modifiers ‘also produced the treatment gains inAthevStewart ‘and Daiker, Kerek,

’ i - ' . ' . . - .
-+ . and Morenberg experiments. Stewart relied upon. Christensen materials .directly,

. . - Al
1 , , 2
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.
..
.
“

Bdok.(1973), a text heabily'lnfluenccd'hy Christensen's ideas.

N

10

- '

ﬁe;lpn (1979) has retentf}_urgued that growth in qlhuso and T-unit \
fier

» .

length caﬁsed by'nonfegtrictive madi s is not the same thing'au qrowth&w

°
.

produced by elaboration within dbminantfnoun phrases. His point is‘tﬁat the

operations required to write nonrestrictive modifiers can, be very quickly
. N : 1'('
subordinate,

-

taught. to older students. . Such sé}uctures; though semanE}cally

4
-

represent little more than surfece strdcture‘qllipsis. While these structures
‘ - . )

s

3

0

are essential to an understanding of the ove:dll.styliétic effect of modern

[y

. ‘ . ¢ A
. prose, in developmental terms they cannot be compared to\the slow'rise in

O
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restrictive modification occurring through the grades accompahying the

. . . “' . .

writer's expanding conceptual knowiedikf For examp
~ ..

®
)

. -

le,'hﬁsplutes rarely appear

~

yet it is no difficult Eask to show a

R N

in the prose of college freshmen,

ng

h)
student that The boy looke

D
nervously under the desk

d nervous before the.exam. - His.feet were tappi
. ¢

. N N ‘ . '
can be joined by deleting the were in the second

-

senté@ce and<chanding the comma to a period to form The boy looked nervous '\
B . -~ L,

before the exam, his feet tapping,neryouély under the desk. As a consequénce

v
' R .

the T-unit and clause length of this sentence afe~doubled.

7

. , + 0 N
* It coFes as no surprise to me, therefore, that Stewart (1978) reﬁorts a

group of college freshmen gained over four words-per T-unit and nearly three

A" - L. !
wards per clause after only six weeks Of sentence-combining instruction. 'I
[ ‘ ‘ o

‘ ' .
suspect that twelve class hours would be enough to obtain statistically

significant increases in clause and T-unit length‘from an average ‘group 6f

college frekhmen, perhaps as few as two houré for a bright group. And the

method probably wouldn't matter that much: either sentence combining, which . .
supplies all the: content; or generative rhe

toric,’ which supplies part of the

content; or imitation, which supplies none of the content, shduldAao the job.

. A . . .
Dutiful students can add details in nonregstrictive modifiers to nearly every.
; . . _ } , -

-
I3

“




statement thay write if thoy sense the teuchvr is qoing to roward them for

‘o .

‘_ doing so. Johnny, who walks in the tirst day asking, "What do I havo to do
. :’to get an A in the'conrsé so I cap get into med school?” is Jnry cager, if
Inct'easy, to please. How long such gains miqﬁt lnsta though, is another .
- quuestion fet to be answored.’ ‘ : ‘ .; )
- . H I don't want to'end bylgiving you the impression that I am disnissing

{syntactic agproaches to callege composition, for the limb I have been chopping‘

f

is the one *on which my treehousc is perched, nor do 1 want to swear off
- * ¢ : - ‘ . ‘ .

forever the joys of counting syntactic structures.* There 18 still éabie

o ‘

territory to be explored in the forest of prose syntax. One’ recent discovery"

. .

»¢ in the research of Gebhard (1978) and Sodowsky and Witte (1978) is the importance

b ~

. of prepositional phrases in skilled adult writing, an indication qf their
1 . N
! . tendency to reduce clauses tq the most eéonomical structures appropriate to
L N, “. ; ’ } - *
- © Gontext. r i .
. . “ ! - R 2
But a mere crucial issue is wh&ther of not the preoccupation with syntactic

- - L]

.~ . growtn has led to general misunqerstandin§ of syntactic approaches to ..
: .. : > . : i o . . L

composfition.® The elaborate tables for factors of syntactic maturity contained
- "‘.".

o in theé reports of collegé experiments to date show convincingly that writing

. - - L4

Llﬂabits~of college students can be changed, at least temporarily, in a sémester .

‘or less of instruction, put they do not tell us much about why thé~overa1L \

-

. ’ / ¢

writing quality of these-same students improves as well. We have‘often failed .

.

0 ~to recognize that sentence combining is only a technique,_the rhetorical
— ) o
‘ assumptions must ¢ome from elsewhere. Sentence‘comhining and analogous

ﬂethods ﬁust convey certain traditional rhetorical principles such as emphasis,
- " - ’ . - 2 - ‘ R ;o .
. supporting detail, and stylistic flavor more effectively than the essay

' B &
! analysis metho%s to which they have been .compared.
- ‘ i -~ ‘ .

. When-wri;ers learn that ssntences,like John walked into the room. He.

2
- . )
.

~ N . v - - e
. “ e

’ ‘p
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'watched everyone closely can be combined as John walked 1nto the room,
O o ok . .

i"watching everyoﬁe closely, they have discovered more than the ut111ty ‘of

'the present partic1p1e transformation“ Writers learn that Simultaneous

N where we WJLl,

‘ teacher‘a few weeks ,ago and after 'a half hour of my rambling,‘he.wavédihis“

'./; ‘vg‘\‘

N T s <

.‘\

fevents can ﬁe linked directly 1n sentence; But moreover that by shiftlng the

‘ﬁr-partioipial phrase to the beginning o&,the sentence, Watchigg everyﬁhe ..

Pad .

'Eﬂc1otpgi, John.w%lked rn@b the roaqm, writers can emph size that detail (see
qm v-k/a

e
. 3, .
.
g

; { 19789 ' Once students-make these discoveries, they can generalize them s

. . -
‘ .,

’d

F - :
téf to. larger units of discourse, rearranging, adding and de&eting whole

e o ¥
. -

..)"N ) .
éntences and paragraphs to achidVe their purpose. 'Only the weakest writers _—

‘1earn Just the syntactic operations w1thout becoming consc19us of theirv’

- =

3 . \

ships inherént in these cOnstructions. And it is to semantics, not syntax,'.

o

eventuaily have to“travel if we ever wish to comprehend even:

partially this effect. ]ytried todexplain all‘this'Fo a,veteran'composition“

'hand and told me: "i’understand_you!re saying two‘thingSf-by concentrating-

'S
o’

]

" on syntactic features at the beginning of a writing course, you re teaching

<

'.students more than you tan systematically describe, and that the teach1ng of

these prinCiples lS cleaner at the.sentence 1evel§" _This ig perhaps<as well‘

\ -

- as Wegcan.explain gpe‘beneficial aspects of pollege sentence combining at

present,vbut with so much fine work‘now coming out in psycholinguistics,

. \ , =¥ )
semantlc theory\bdiscourse analys1s, text 11nguist1cs, and other allied fields,

] the pOSSlbllltleS for the future seemnm very prom1s1ng 1ndeed.

13

rhetorical significance. The bééter writers all grasp the semantic relation— .
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