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“Mr. ‘But’-Head (Grammarian?) Needs Your Help!”
This document assumes that you have read “Mr. ‘But’-Head (Grammarian?) Needs Your Help!” For those who are interested, it contains details, complications, and links to the supporting spreadsheets.
--Ed Vavra at KISSGrammar.org 

Professors of English teachers have made current instruction comparable to the teaching of anatomy in the sixteenth century. Andreas Vesalius (1514-1564) is considered the father of modern studies of human anatomy because he used his eyes and mind. According to Vesalius, “Aristotle and many others attribute more teeth to men than to women; it is no harder for anyone to test this than it is for me to say it is false, since no one is prevented from counting teeth.” (Vesalius, “Chapter 11,” De Humani Corporis Fabrica). His point is that for centuries teachers of anatomy simply parroted Aristotle’s error, and no one bothered to actually count the teeth of men and women. Just as we can count teeth, we can count the sentences that begin with “But.”
Trusting our own eyes is one thing; trusting the statistics of others is quite different. This document explains some of the problems I ran into and gives you access to the spreadsheets that contain the data.
I started the statistical study with Lightfoot the Deer by Thornton W. Burgess because I was puzzled by a caption for a picture in the list of illustrations—“My, but that’s a beautiful set of antlers you have!” It turns out that they are the words of Paddy the Beaver in a humorous discussion with the deer Lightfoot. Paddy says: 

“Why anybody wants to hunt such a handsome fellow as you are, I cannot understand. My, but that’s a beautiful set of antlers you have!”

“They are the best I’ve ever had; but do you know, Paddy, I suspect that they may be one of the reasons I am hunted so,” replied Lightfoot a little sadly.

Normally, we might miss the humor, but when one focuses on the functions of “but,” a question arises. How would grammarians explain that “but”? You won’t find an explanation in a grammar textbook, and my experience with grammarians suggests that they would give a wide variety of answers. The people I have asked about it generally agree that when we use “but” in this way, it suggests that what follows is an exception to our expectations. For example, when someone says “My, but he is smart,” the “but” suggests (seriously or sarcastically) that he is smarter than the speaker had expected him to be. Paddy had wondered why anyone would want to hunt Lightfoot the Deer, but he does not make the connection to the antlers, so Lightfoot has to spell it out for him.
The punctuation and capitalization in the Biblical texts gave me the most trouble. Consider the following from Young’s Literal Translation (1862): 

49:19 Gad! a troop assaulteth him, But he assaulteth last.
Does the comma after “him” make this a compound sentence? Or does the capital “B” start a new sentence? Overall, I counted a capitalized “But” that begins a verse as one that begins a sentence. (You can check them out in the spreadsheets.) Young’s version is the best adherent to the “But” rule, but he clearly breaks it in his Deuteronomy: 7:4 ends in a period, which is followed by
7:5 ‘But thus thou dost to them: their altars ye break down, and their standing pillars ye shiver, and their shrines ye cut down, and their graven images ye burn with fire;

A similar sentence appears in the World English Bible (2000). 49:23 ends in a colon, followed by
49:24 But his bow remained strong.

In the Basic English Bible, you’ll find:
24:3 And take an oath by the Lord, the God of heaven and the God of the earth, that you will not get a wife for my son Isaac from the daughters of the Canaanites among whom I am living;
24:4 But that you will go into my country and to my relations and get a wife there for my son Isaac.

24:3 ends with a semicolon, but 24.4 begins with a capital “B.” Cases like this were counted as a sentence that begins with “But.”
If the next verse begins with a small “b,” it was counted as a compound main clause as in the following from Genesis in World English Bible (2000):
2:5 No plant of the field was yet in the earth, and no herb of the field had yet sprung up; for Yahweh God had not caused it to rain on the earth. There was not a man to till the ground,
2:6 but a mist went up from the earth, and watered the whole surface of the ground.

Another question involves quotations, as in the following from the World English Bible (2000):

23:13 He spoke to Ephron in the audience of the people of the land, saying, “But if you will, please hear me. I will give the price of the field. Take it from me, and I will bury my dead there.”

If the “but” combined two main clauses within a quotation, it was not counted as beginning a sentence, as in the following two examples from the World English Bible
27:22 And Jacob went near his father Isaac: and he put his hands on him; and he said, The voice is Jacob’s voice, but the hands are the hands of Esau.

33:10 And Jacob said, Not so; but if I have grace in your eyes, take them as a sign of my love, for I have seen your face as one may see the face of God, and you have been pleased with me. 

You may have noticed that the quotations are not in quotation marks. The same is true of the following from The Basic English Bible:
27:11 And Jacob said to Rebekah, his mother, But Esau my brother is covered with hair, while I am smooth:

Because “But” begins what Jacob said, this counted as “But” beginning the sentence. The “But” rule is usually discussed in terms of writing, but nothing says that it does not apply to speaking. Therefore sentences like these were counted as beginning with “But.” 

I was told by a secretary that she had to transcribe discussions at meetings—and her supervisor told her to drop “But” whenever it began a sentence. Was the boss simply a slave to the “But” rule, or was he intentionally deleting the signs of people’s objections?
If you wish, stop here and go to the spreadsheets.
Click here to get the spreadsheet of students responses to my question about “But.” Click here to get the spreadsheet for all of the texts except those from the Bible. For those texts, click here. In the top row of each worksheet in the spreadsheets for the texts, you will find a link to the text that was used in the study.
My version of Firefox lets me search for a word and then tells me how many instances of that word it found. It then is simply a matter of clicking my way through them and copying each “but” sentence into a row in the spreadsheet. The advanced search in Adobe Reader also tells me how many instances it found and lets me click and copy in the same way.
Some Additional Comments

First, a few comments on statistics. To a large extent, KISS is based on statistical studies that were done in the 60’s and 70’s. For more information on that, see: Statistical Studies of Natural Syntactic Development: An On-going KISS Project. The project includes statistical studies of the writing of students at different grade levels. These studies take time, but a major goal is to enable students to make similar studies of their own writing.

In the 60’s, 70’s, and 80’s, much instructional material attempted to “help” students write longer sentences. The KISS objective, on the other hand, is to enable students to see the average length and complexity of their own writing against the background of their peers. KISS strongly suggests that the students should be happy to see that their writing is close to the norm of their peers. Besides, sometimes shorter is better. In the course of doing these projects (that begin in grade three), students learn some important things about the good and the bad of statistical studies.
Current instruction in grammar is usually harmful. In 1990 I organized a conference on the teaching of grammar. Primary, middle, high-school, and college teachers from across the country gave presentations on teaching the eight parts of speech. Clearly students don’t get it, and why they don’t is understandable. Instruction focuses on “parts,” and the parts are never connected to each other in a meaningful way. Imagine, for example, a culinary arts program in which students are taught how to identify the different types of flour, sweeteners, spices, etc., but they never explore how these different things work together to make a meal. The graduates of that program would be very frustrated—and incompetent chefs.
There is a much better way. Instead of starting with the parts of speech, students can first learn how to identify the subjects and verbs in very simple sentences. Then they can add adjectives, adverbs, and prepositional phrases to their analytical toolbox. Then complements (predicate nouns, predicate adjectives, and direct and indirect objects) can be added to that toolbox. Then clauses (main and subordinate) can be added. In other words, students begin with the basic English sentence and then build on what they have previously learned such that they can understand how the parts work together to create meaningful sentences. Along the way, they can learn why some things are considered errors and why others are not.
This approach was developed for a single-semester grammar course for future teachers. Not all the students mastered how to explain the function of every word in any English sentence within a single semester, but the students all had a better understanding of meaningful sentence structure than they would have had with traditional instruction. Some practicing teachers who took the course encouraged me to develop the approach and write about it. 
I have done that, and free instructional materials, exercises, and answer keys are available at KISSGrammar.org. A single-semester course goes too fast for most students, but the sequence can easily be spread over grades one through twelve—with the older grades focusing on correctness, style, and logic. Suggestions for doing so are on the KISS website. Let’s silence Mr. But-Head and replace him with instructional materials that are meaningful, interesting, and useful.
Comments on the “But” Problem

First of all, some people have told me that they were taught not to begin any sentence with any coordinating conjunction. I have focused on “But” because that is what most students reported. I have seen many sentences that begin with “And” or “Or” in the writing of well-known authors.
Second, I have never seen the “But” rule in any textbook. Why is it taught? As I noted in the original article, many teachers have asked for better instruction in grammar—but they don’t get it. Without it, they have no sense of authority in teaching grammar. As a result, they fall back on what they were taught.

Two colleagues who read the initial draft of the article responded and sent things they found on the web. One of them wrote,

I was taught to NEVER EVER begin a sentence with a conjunction. Grammarly.com tells me that it is perfectly fine: https://www.grammarly.com/blog/starting-a-sentence-with-a-conjunction/.”

Another sent,
I came upon this short blog post: http://www.bookpromotionhub.com/6341/5-ways-to-avoid-starting-a-sentence-with-but-or-and/ . Although probably not considered legitimate research, the author does, perhaps, make a valid argument that an overabundance of sentences beginning with coordinating conjunctions creates a very juvenile, conversational tone. It could make the writing less convincing and, as the article states, make you sound like a 5 year old or a valley girl. Perhaps this explains why your analysis of children’s literature had such a high percentage of “But” sentence usage.)

Neither of these sources provide any research, and the second one discusses “but” and “and.” My research shows that the 33 writers in Morley’s anthology used “but” 511 times, 32% of them to begin a sentence. Hamilton, Madison, and Jay in The Federalist Papers used “but” 692 times, 38% of them to begin sentences. I doubt that anyone would consider these writers to be childish.
A Final Note
In the main article, I directed readers to NCTE’s 1985 resolution against the teaching of grammar. That resolution actually states:
Resolved, that the National Council of Teachers of English affirm the position that the use of isolated grammar and usage exercises not supported by theory and research is a deterrent to the improvement of students' speaking and writing and that, in order to improve both of these, class time at all levels must be devoted to opportunities for meaningful listening, speaking, reading, and writing; and 


that NCTE urge the discontinuance of testing practices that encourage the teaching of grammar rather than English language arts instruction.

It was around the year 2000 when an NCTE editor contacted me and suggested that I submit a TRIP (Theory and Research into Practice) book manuscript on KISS Grammar. I told him that NCTE would never publish it, but he talked me into trying. So I did, but I was right. Interestingly, some of the main objections to it were that it contained both research and theory in addition to practice. (In a phone conversation, the editor who had “taken over” the project told me that teachers needed “grammar lite.” If you’re interested in what happened, see:

NCTE and the Teaching of Grammar: A Call for a Public Investigation
Even before the invitation, I had written:

Was NCTE Biased against the Teaching of Grammar?
and
Why the Anti-Grammarians are Wrong: The Problems with Previous Research
And years before those, I sent a letter to about 50 prominent leaders of NCTE. Its title was “NCTE = No Can Teach English”

I stand by that title. Thoughtful teaching grammar is not harmful for students; NCTE has harmed hundreds of thousands of them.

