
***********-**********************************-**************** 

CALORIE COUNTS FOR ENGLISH TEACHERS 

You're probably unaware of the calories you burn up in a 

typical work day at school. The following "exercises" can be 

·done indoors, alone, and often without detection. The figures, 

courtesy of the U.S. Foreign Service Medical Bulletin, indicate 

calories burned per hour. 

Beating around the bush .••••.••••..•• 75 

Jumping to conclusions ..••.•••..• . ... 100 

Climbing the walls ••..•...•••..• .••.•• 150 

Swallowing your pride •••••••..•.•.••. 50 

Passing the buck. . . • • • . . • . . . • . . • • . . . • 2 5 

Throwing your weight around 
(depending on your weight) ...•..•• 50-300 

Dragging your heels ••...•.•..••••.•.. 100 

Pushing your luck ••..•.••••.•.•••.••. 250 

Making mountains out of molehills •..• 500 

Adding fuel to the fire •..•••.•••.••. 150 

Hitting the nail on the head ••..•.•.• 50 

Wading through paper work ••..••..•..• 300 

Bending over backwards •..•••..•••.•.• 75 

Jumping on the bandwagon •••.•....•..• 200 

Running around in circles ..••..••••.• 350 

Ea ting crow .•...••••.••..•.......•••• 22 5 

Tooting your own horn ••.••••.•••.••.. 25 

Climbing the iadder of success .•... ,.750 

***************************************************************** 

STYLISTIC IMMATURITY IN COLLEGE WRITING 

by Robert Raz 

Like many teachers of composition, I have long known that 

most student writing is syntactically immature and that the 
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t immaturity results, at least in part, from the failure of stu

dents to use all of their syntactic resources. And I have long 

believed that, to meet this student need, we should all be 

encouraging our students to experiment with syntactic structures 

they seldom or never use in their writing. But to provide the 

appropriate encouragement, we need to know what those structures 

are. 

There exists, of course, a body of research that can help 

us with this problem. Researchers like Kellogg Hunt and Walter 

Loban, who have been studying the syntax of student writing since 

the 1960's, seem to have established not only that syntactic 

performance in writing does mature but also that it matures along 

generally predictable lines. Their research shows us, for 

example, that as students mature they write longer clauses and 

use more dependent clauses and reduced dependent clauses (Hunt, 

1970; Weaver, 1979, pp. 68-70). And their research shows some

thing even more helpful to the teacher who wishes to encourage 

stylistic experimentation: it identifies particular syntactic 

structures thai rarely appear in student writing (Hunt, 1977; 

MacLeish, 1969). The research thus allows teachers to focus 

their work with style on specific points of stylistic under

development. Constance Weaver, for example, concentrates on the 

participial phrase and the absolute in her work with college 

students (1979, p. 79). 

But though I have found this research interesting and use

ful, I have also felt a need to take a close look myself at the 

syntactic habits of my own students, most of whom are Winona 

State University freshmen and sophomores from high schools in 

southeastern Minnesota and western Wisconsin. As a step toward 

this goal, I asked my English Department colleagues to help me 

collect a random sample of the writing of our incoming freshmen. 

During the first week of classes in the fall of 1982, we asked 

the students in the 28 sections of our first freshman writing 

course to write an impromptu essay explaining why they had 

decided to attend college and why they had chosen Winona State 

University. We then selected three essays from each section 



at random. 

As a result of our collective efforts, I found myself 

examining 84 freshman essays containing over 2000 independent 

clauses (T-units in Hunt's terminology) and over 27,000 words. 

During my study of these essays, I found much that I expected to 

find, but I also had my attention drawn to one stylistic limita

tion of surprising scope: at least in impromptu writing, which 

may well reveal a writer's basic stylistic instincts, these 

students use strikingly little syntactic coordination. And this 

syntactic limitation has serious rhetorical consequences for 

their writing. In part because of this limitation, the writing 

seems like the playing of a pianist who uses only the two 

octaves in the middle of the keyboard. 

The limitations on coordination show up first in the number 

of structures coordinated, When these writers coordinate 

syntactic structures, they rarely coordinate more than two and 

almost never more than three (Table 1). In 90 percent of the 

instances of coordination, only two syntactic structures are 

involved. 

Table 1 

Number of Structures Coordinated 

Two structures coordinated •.•••...•..••. 860 

Three structures coordinated., •. ·•••·••• 76 
Four structures coordinated ••.••..••.... 17 

Five structures coordinated ..•...•••.... __J_ 
956 

But the limitation is not merely a matter of numbers. Table 

2 shows that almost all coordination involves just three types 

of syntactic structures: independent clauses, noun phrases 

(pronouns or nouns along with any modifiers) and predicates 

(verbs along with their complements or modifiers). These 

three structures account for 71 percent of all coordination. 

Table 2 

Types of Structures Coordinated 

Independent clauses ....• , •..•••.••...••. 306 

Noun phrases ...••..•...•.. . • • .•..•..•••• 247 
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Predicates •••.••..••...•...••.••.•.•...• 125 

Infinitive phrases •... , ...•• • .•••..•...• 55 
Pre-nominal adjectives ••.••...••...•••.. 28 

Gerund phrases ..• , ..•...•••..•••••...•.. 24 

Predicate adjectives •.•••..•..•...••..•. 23 

Noun clauses •.••...••..•••.. , ...•..••... 21 

Prepositional phrases .••...•..••...•••.• 18 

Adverb clauses ...••..•. . ••...•....••.•• . 18 

Adjective clauses. • . . • • • . • • . . . • • . . • • . . . . 3 

Participial phrases............ . ........ 1 

Other structures •.•••..••..••..•.•.••..• _!±7 
956 

Only one other syntactic structure, the infinitive phrase, is 

coordinated with any frequency at all, perhaps because coordina

tion of infinitive phrases feels much like coordination of 

predicates if the infinitives are coordinated without the 

repetition of to--and these students rarely repeat to, 

Particularly interesting to me in Table 2 are the figures 

showing the frequency--or infrequency--of dependent clause 

coordination. Those low figures would be even lower if I had not 

included in them such syntactically ambiguous sentences as this 

one: 

I didn't have much difficulty in choosing Winona 

State because it had the program I was looking for 

and also it was closer to home. 

The writer may h ave intended the final clause of this sentence to 

be a second adverb clause--and I honored that possible intention-

but because she failed to repeat the subordinating conjuction 

because before that clause, her intention remains unclear. In 

general, attempts to coordinate dependent clauses produced some 

of the most unclear writing I found. The following example 

suggests how much trouble these writers have with any but the 

simplest coordination patterns. The writer in this case attempted 

a series of five coordinated adverb clauses but was apparently 

unable to hold the series clearly in mind: 

I finally chose Winona State University because 



they had the best teaching program, and because 

the cost was low, and the location was wonderful. 

The staff and teachers were friendly, and 

because when I needed help they were there to 

assist. 

Another significant point not fully revealed by the figures 

of Table 2 is the restricted positioning of structures that 

function as nouns. For example, in 117 of the 247 causes of noun 

phrase coordination (47 percent), the coordinated noun phrase 

functions as the object of a preposition. Most striking in this 

regard is the absence of coordination in the subject position. 

Of these 247 cases of noun Bhrase coordination, only 33 (13 per

cent) occur in the subject position. (In 32 of these 33 cases, 

the coordinating conjunction is and, Except for one formulaic 

he .Ql'. she, compound subjects with or do not appear.) The same 

pattern recurs with other syntactic structures. Thirty-six of 

the 55 instances of infinitive phrase coordination involve in

finitive phrases used as nouns, but in only 4 of these 36 
instances are the coordinated infinitives used as subjects. 

Similarly, only 2 of the 24 instances of gerund phrase coordina

tion and none of the 21 instances of noun clause coordination 

occur in subject position. These writers are clearly uncom

fortable with compound subjects of any kind. 

To this point, I have been discussing what a transforma

tional grammarian would call surface level coordination. Such 

a grammarian would point out that much coordination is disguised 

in various ways before it reaches the surface. According to this 

view, both of the following sentences result from coordination 

at an underlying level: 

1. My father has smoked all his life, and he now 

suffers from emphysema. 

2. My father, who has smoked all his life, now 

suffers from emphysema. 

Sentence 2 is derived from the underlying coordinated structure 

by a transformational process that converts one of the underlying 

clauses into a nonrestrictive clause. Nonrestrictive clauses, 
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therefore, are produced only by writers who coordinate at 

underlying levels. 

If this syntactic theory is sound, it seems reasonable to 

suspect that students who tend not to coordinate will tend not 

to write nonrestrictive clauses. Such is certainly the case with 

the students in our writing sample. Table 3 shows that only 7 

percent of the relative clauses in the sample are nonrestric

tive. 

Table 3 

Number of Relative Clauses 

Restrictive relative clauses •.••...•.... 307 

Nonrestrictive relative clauses •...•... ·. 23 

And Table 4 suggests that the tendency to avoid nonrestrictive 

clauses is so strong that it affects the choice of relative pro

nouns even in restrictive clauses. The relative pronoun choices 

that these writers typically make with restrictive clauses 

Table 4 

Choice of Relative Pronouns is Restrictive Clauses 

who ••..••...••..•...•...••......•......• 23 

whom.................................... 1 

whose. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 0 

which ...••..•....••..••..•...••...•...•• 14 

that ....••..••..•...•••.. , •..•••.•••.••. 102 
¢ (relative pronoun deleted) ••..••..•• 135 

when, where, !!hY (relative adverbs) ..... 31 
(that and t) are precisely those choices that they cannot make 

with nonrestrictive clauses. They avoid the pronouns that mark 

nonrestrictive clauses (who and which) just as carefully as they 

avoid the nonrestrictive clauses themselves. Taken together, 

Tables 3 and 4 show that the bias of these students against 

coordination runs deep indeed, that it affects not only surface 

level structures but extends to underlying levels as well. 

To what extent are the students in the sample I studied 

representative of others? Although I can give no definite answer 

to this difficult research question, I can point to one other 

recent experience which suggests that these freshmen are not alone. 
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In the spring of 1983, I asked a group of 25 junior~, seniors, 

and graduate students in an advanced writing course to compare a 

sample of their own prose with the prose of a professional writer 

whose style they admired, After checking .an extensive list of 

stylistic features, almost all of them reported that the clearest 

syntactic difference they found between their own style and the 

style of the professional writer was the professional's far more 

extensive use of coordination and nonrestrictive modification. 

Like the freshmen in our sample, these more advanced students 

were making only limited use of syntactic coordination, 

And this is a serious stylistic problem, The writer who does 

not coordinate freely and skillfully cannot write the clear long 

sentence, And the writer who cannot write the clear long 

sentence cannot produce the effective short sentence--cannot, in

deed, achieve any of the rhetorical effects that good professional 

writers achieve by playing off long sentences against short 

sentences, Perhaps most seriously, the writer who does not 

coordinate freely and skillfully cannot achieve any of those 

important rhetorical effects that we have in mind when we use 

the term parallelism. Writers with such a stylistic limitation 

need our help, 

More generally, writers with all kinds of stylistic limita

tions need our help. Students certainly know their language 

system, but when they write they fail to use much of what they 

know. If we are to help them overcome their stylistic limita

tions, we must encourage them to experiment with new things--with 

a series of four noun clauses, for example, It is often argued 

that stylistic maturity will develop naturally if we simply 

involve our students in enough meaningful writing activities, I 

find this argument persuasive when thinking about young students 

but not when dealing with students in the later years of their 

academic careers, Such students will not much longer have 

access to the kind of help a good composition teacher can give, 

At this point, teacher intervention certainly seems appropriate-

not punitive .intervention, but intervention that points out 

words, figures, or syntactic structures students rarely use and 
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that encourages students to experiment with these words, 

figures, and structures in their writing, 

But to pursue such teaching strategies, we will have to be 

tolerant of error, We will have to avoid the rigid insistence 

on correctness that makes students afraid to write any sentence 

they cannot punctuate. To do this, we will have to be clear 

about our goals, Do we want mature, effective writing, or are 

we willing to settle for mechanically correct writing? Too 

often in the past, when faced with the kind of writing I see in 

our Winona State University writing sample, I have been overly 

concerned with eliminating verb agreement errors, vague pro

nouns, and the grossest punctuation and spelling blunders. Even 

when I succeeded, I did nothing Out turn sloppy immature writing 

into cleaner immature writing, and in the process I probably 

gave many students an incomplete, distorted conception of what 

good writing is, I am no longer content with such dubious 

successes. It is time to aim higher. 
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