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Mr. “But”-Head (Grammarian?) Needs Your Help!
--Ed Vavra at KISSGrammar.org 
For forty years, I asked my college freshmen if they were taught not to begin a sentence with “But.” Most of them said “yes.” Curious, I added a question to a questionnaire that I gave my students on the first day of classes. On a Likert scale, five indicated strong agreement; one meant disagree. The statement was “I was taught not to begin a sentence with ‘But.’” Between 2002 and 2017, 1,543 students responded. Sixty-five percent marked “5”; and eighteen percent marked “4.” In other words, 83% of the students strongly remember being so taught. Apparently someone (Mr. “But”-Head?) established that “rule” sometime in the dark past. But why should that rule be taught?
Before proceeding, I want to defend the primary and secondary teachers in our classrooms. Many of them have asked for better instruction in grammar and the teaching of it, but their professors in schools of education have told them that teaching grammar is “harmful.” In addition, in 1985, the National Council of Teachers of English passed a resolution against the teaching of grammar. Some practicing teachers have told me that their principal told them not to teach grammar because they “learned” at a conference that teaching grammar is harmful.
As I told my students, there are only two good reasons for believing what they are taught. The first is the authority of the source; the second is factual research. Mr. “But”-Head” is anonymous so that is not a good reason. As for the second reason, I have never seen any research that supports the rule. After conducting extensive research, I concluded that Mr. “But”-Head needs help defending his position. (The spreadsheets and details of the main study are on the web at http://www.kissgrammar.org/Articles/But-Head Details.doc) In 1999, I quoted published sentences, many by well-known writers. But the persistence of the problem motivated me to do more. The following is a summary of how and what I found.
Checking the beginning of every sentence is extremely time-consuming, but the “Find” function on computers makes it very easy to locate every “but” in any electronic text. I searched texts and copied sentences that contain “But” into a spreadsheet. Columns in the spreadsheet indicate how “but” was used. 
I started with Lightfoot the Deer by Thornton Burgess. Mr. “But”-Head, however, would consider the book a poor influence on students. The count is (61/156) or 39%. That means that “but” appears 156 times, of which 61 (or 39%) begin sentences—sixty-one violations of Mr. “But”Head’s rule! For the sake of curiosity, I examined James Baldwin’s The Fairy Reader, a text that underlies the third (free) KISS grammar book. This one is really “bad.” The count is (75/97) or 77%. 
For adult texts, I analyzed Modern Essays, Selected by Christopher Morley. It contains 33 essays by well-known writers. The count is (163/511) or 32% —more poor influences for students. Perhaps Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay did a better job of writing The Federalist Papers? Nope. All three of them break the rule, and the count is (260/692) or 38%. And if those 260 “But’s” are removed, the Federalist Papers become incomprehensible. (Check it out for yourself.)

Having failed to help Mr. “But”-Head thus far, I examined two copies of The Constitution of the United States. The first excludes the Amendments. The count is (3/22) or 14%. The second includes the Amendments— (9/30) or 30%. No help for Mr. “But”-Head there. Perhaps I was looking in the wrong place. Most adults don’t read children’s books, or essays like those in Morley’s collection, or the Federalist Papers, or the Constitution. What could I examine that a lot of people probably do read?
Well, how about the Bible? Sacred-Texts.com has eight English translations of the Old Testament, so I analyzed Genesis in all eight of them. Mr. “But”-Head gets a little support from Young’s Literal Translation: (1/19) or 5%. Closest to Young’s is the World English Bible: (20/95) or 21%.

The remaining six do not support Mr. But-Head at all. The American Standard Version: (28/96) or 29%. The Darby Bible: (29/98) or 30%. At 36% you’ll find both the well-known King James Version (37/103) and also Webster’s Bible (36/100). The Basic English Bible: (65/141) or 46%. Finally, the Douay-Rheims comes in with (82/143) or 57%. Poor Mr. “But”-Head would not find much support from translations of the Bible.
If anyone finds valid support for Mr. “But”-Head, please send it to me at evavra@kissgrammr.org.

The “But” problem is actually a minor one. Grammar is usually taught as simplistic rules and isolated definitions of grammatical terms. For a better approach that starts with the basic subject/verb core of every sentence and then adds constructions so that students can understand how sentences actually work, visit KISSGrammar.org or “What KISS Can Teach You That Other Grammars Don’t.”
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