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Introduction
As explained at the end of this book, this project is heavily indebted to previous studies done in the 60’s and 70’s, primarily by Kellogg Hunt, Roy O’Donnell, and Walter Loban. These studies convincingly demonstrated that statistical analysis can provide useful information about how sentences grow. Unfortunately, these studies were rarely read, and their conclusions were misinterpreted into a horse-race (failed) competition to make students write longer sentences. As a result, to my knowledge little has been done to further their work. This project is an attempt to do so.
These samples were originally collected to make KISS instructional exercises for different grade levels based on the writing of students in those grades. In working with these, I realized that the samples reinforce—and go beyond—the studies done in the 60’s and 70’s. The number of texts analyzed here is smaller than those analyzed by those researchers, but this is an on-going project. One could spend a lifetime on this statistical work, but my primary focus is the practical application—the KISS Instructional Workbooks.
Individual Studies

One of the major problems with the original studies is that the texts that were analyzed were not made available for verification and further study. In an attempt to avoid this problem, in 1986 I was able to get permission to use samples of the in-class writing of fourth, seventh, eighth, and ninth graders. These are labeled “1986,” for example, “G04 1986.” To find additional data, I requested permission to use samples from various states’ assessment documents. I want to thank these Departments of Education and to note that their permission does not endorse these studies. Samples from professional writing are taken from various public domain texts.
Following the researchers from the 70’s sample sizes from professional writers generally consist of the first 250 words of the text to the end of a sentence. Samples from students’ writing, however, usually include the entire piece. Exceptions occur in the higher grades where texts are so long that my analysis program cannot include the entire text of the selections. I decided on this because there appears to be a correlation between the amount of text written and the complexity of the sentence structures.
Four final notes. First, we need to keep in mind a distinction made by Ferdinand de Saussure, who is often considered the father of modern linguistics. De Saussure distinguished competence (what a person can do) and performance (what is actually done in specific cases). Statistical studies attempt to determine competence, but do so by measuring specific performances. These are usually single passages by different writers. For example, that a writer (or group of writers) does not use appositives in these samples does not mean that they are not capable of so doing. To determine the competence of a specific writer we would need at a minimum dozens of samples of her or his writing.
Second, remember that KISS allows alternative explanations. In the statistical studies I have to choose one explanation. In other words, other people who analyze these samples will arrive at different stats. (In discussing these studies in other contexts, I usually explain the major alternatives.)

Third, I would argue that the results that we currently have do clearly indicate specific trends in natural syntactic development, but graphs by the grade levels have downs as well as ups. As more samples of the writing of students at each grade level are added, the bumps in graphs should slowly decrease.

Fourth and last, the scored samples from state Departments of Education enabled me to distinguish “high” and “low” groups based on that scoring. Even though the samples come from different states, different writing topics, different years, etc., there are often major gaps between these two groups, gaps that begin in third grade and carry across all the grade levels. This may be the major finding of these studies. The question becomes “Are the third-grade low scoring students destined to remain in the low group throughout their schooling? If so, there are major questions about what can be done about it and about educational standards.
Problems with the Samples of Students’ Writing

First of all, a comparison between the students’ writing and that of professionals is unfair. This was a major problem with the Hunt study that showed a major gap between the writing of high school students and professional writers. Professional writers choose to write to be published—and their works are usually edited by someone else before they are published. Very few of the student writers will become professional writers. Second, the students’ samples are not edited, and there are also often major problems in deciphering their hand-writing. (This is why I prefer to include copies of their original texts—so you can fix my errors.)
As noted above, the samples of students’ writing come from two sources—the 1986 study and the samples from Departments of Education. Each of these has its advantages and disadvantages. The primary advantage of the 1986 samples is that they are more likely to represent what a teacher in a classroom may be facing. The disadvantage of these samples is that it is difficult to tell how much pre-writing and other help that students received before they wrote the papers.

The samples from state standards also have advantages and disadvantages. An advantage is that they are evaluated (scored) by the state’s Department of Education. They were chosen as good examples of strong to weak examples of student’s writing. In other words, we can explore the differences in sentence structures between the students who were rated highly and those who received low scores. But that creates one of their disadvantages. In essence, they are a flat presentation of a bell curve—the middle is often less represented than are the extremes.
Important Note—State Samples are Not Comparable to Each Other

The states choose different things to include—how many good papers, how many poor, and how many weak. Some states, for example, include two or more “non-scorable” examples. Other states include two examples of the best papers and only one of the weak. The time of year in which the samples are taken is not usually clear, nor is the preparation for the test. As I understand it, in one state the sample is done in three separate sessions—one for storming, one for drafting, and one for revision. In addition, the samples are from different years, and there are different types of writing that are evaluated—narrative, expository, persuasive, imaginative, etc. 
The Original Samples and the Analysis of Each
First, I want to again thank the state Departments of Education for giving me permission to use these samples. That permission is in no way an endorsement of KISS Grammar. Unless otherwise noted, the scans, transcripts, and statistical analysis of each set of samples are in (or accessible from) a separate MSWord file. To get them, click on the links under “Source.” To get the codes to the statistical analysis key, click here.
Grade 3
	Source

	AZ2001

	OR2009


The five samples from the 2001 Student Guide for Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards has only five samples. They are interesting in that each sample was scored for all six categories and the students who scored highest for “Sentence Fluency” and “Conventions” also scored highest for “Content,” “Organization,” “Voice,” and “Word Choice.” In the samples from some states, this is difficult to determine, but the implication may be that students who cannot control sentence fluency and conventions have more trouble communicating the content, organization, and voice that are in their heads as they write.
The Oregon 2009 set includes fifteen samples. This set is interesting because it explains how the assessment was done over three days.
Grade 4
	Source

	1986

	OR2009


The ten samples from the 1986 study were given to me by a school. They are not scored, and I did not get permission to put the original version on the web site. What was said above about the Oregon Samples applies to these.
Grade 5
	Source

	AZ2001

	OR2009


Four samples from Arizona. Each sample is given in its unedited form, followed by the evaluation from the Arizona DoE. These are followed by the statistical analysis key, then by an edited version, and a typical analysis key for KISS exercises. What was said above about the Oregon Samples applies to these.
Grade 6
	Source

	PA2000


Twenty-nine samples from the Pennsylvania 2000-2001 Writing Assessment Handbook Supplement. These include responses for two prompts, and are scored for “Focus,” “Content,” “Organization,” “Style,” and “Conventions.” 
Grade 7
	Source

	1986

	OR2009


Thirty-one samples from the 1986 collection, not scored and no scans. Sixteen scored samples from Oregon.
Grade 8
	Source

	AZ2001

	OR2009


Four samples from the 2001 Student Guide for Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards. twenty scored samples from Oregon.
Grade 9
	Source

	PA2000


Forty-one samples from the 2000-2001 Pennsylvania Assessment Guide.

Grade 10 
	Source

	MA2010

	MA2013


Eleven samples from the Massachusetts 2010 writing samples, plus twenty-four analyzed samples that involve responding to a text. Because the latter samples include quoting and paraphrasing from a text, they are a separate sub-study. The yellow row below MA2010 indicates the difference in statistical results—and why they are not counted in the general study.  Plus, eleven samples from Massachusetts 2013 samples.
Grade 11
	Source

	PA2000


Thirty-eight samples from the 2000-2001 Pennsylvania Assessment Guide. 

Grade 12 
Currently empty
In-class Writing of College Freshmen 
	Source

	1995


Forty-four samples and a prompt. Scans of the originals have been lost. As noted below, the researchers in the 70’s analyzed the writing of third to twelfth graders, and then compared the results with the writing of adult professionals. This collection provides a bridge.
Oral Language
We learn to speak by listening and talking; we learn to write as adults write by reading and writing. Loban’s studies explored when children’s writing begins to become more complex than their reading, but Loban’s sources are not available. Finding good samples of the oral language that surrounds children is a complex problem, but the following study gives a starting point.
Lewis, B. Roland (Benjamin Roland), Contemporary one-act plays.
	Source

	Lewis


This is a study of the dialog in eighteen plays. It is not a great source, but it does give an inkling of the speech that children might hear. The speakers averaged eight words per main clause, which puts them at the written level of fourth graders, who averaged 7.7 in the 1986 study, 8.0 in Loban’s, and 8.5 in Hunt’s. Another interesting finding is that 12.5% of the speakers’ sentences were fragments.
Professional Writers—For Children 
Potter, Beatrix
	Source

	Potter


I limited these to the nine texts that I could find pdf versions of on the Internet Archive,Peter Rabbit, The Tale of Squirrel Nutkin, The Tailor of Gloucester, The Tale of Benjamin Bunny, The Tale of Two Bad Mice, Mr. Jeremy Fisher, Fierce Bad Rabbit, Jemima Puddle-Duck, Timmy Tiptoes
Burgess, Thornton
	Source

	Burgess


The opening 250+ words of ten tales. Many of these are called “Bedtime Story-books,” and that raises the very important question of reading to very young children. Thus far, the stats show that Burgess averages 14.1 words per main clause (compared to 12.9 for Potter). Burgess averages 83 subordinate clauses for each main clause (compared to Potter’s 38), and Burgess’s clauses are more deeply embedded. Reading anything to children is important, but my point here is that Burgess exposes children to much more of adult-like sentence structure.
George Macdonald, At the Back of the North Wind
	Source

	Macdonald


This is one 252-word sample, but I was curious about this fairly wide-read classic. The sample averages 15.8 words per main clause, and one subordinate clause for every main clause. In other words, at a basic level, this text is syntactically more complex than either Potter’s or Burgess’s.
Professional Writers—Young Adult 

Henty, George A.
	Source

	Henty


The openings of three novels.
Alcott, Louisa May
	Source

	Alcott


The openings of Little Men and of Little Women.
Professional Writers—Adult 
The Brontes
	Source

	Brontes


Jane Eyre, Shirley, Villette, The Professsor, Wuthering Heights, Agnes Grey. 
The Openings of Six Major Novels
	Source

	Novels


Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice; Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities; Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter; Henry James’ Daisy Miller; Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina; Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer These range widely. The openings of Pride and Predjudice and Tom Sawyer are mainly dialogue and average 8.6 and 7.6 words per main clause. The Scarlet Letter and “Daisy Miller,” on the other hand, average 43.1 and 33.2.
Modern Essays. Selected by Christopher Morley
	Source

	Morley


The openings of thirty-three essays. This data book includes an essay—“The Statistical Study That Accidentally Killed Grammar Instruction?”
The Analytical Data and Graphs (Excel files)

The analyzed texts in the files above are copied from my analysis program. “The ‘Style Machine’ and its Codes” explains what the codes are and how they are inserted. Data from that program is transferred (by hand) into Excel spreadsheets where it is used for various graphs, primarily to show the differences in usage across grade levels and in different types of writing. The data is in four Excel files, described below. The top yellow row in each worksheet contains a link back to this introduction and links to the four worksheets:
	Intro.doc
	Basic Data
	Main Clauses +
	Subordinate Clauses
	Verbals +


The tabs at the bottom of each worksheet are also described below.
Note: If you are reading this on line, 

click on the red headings below to get to the different files.

Basic Data


Each sheet in this file includes the averaged data from each sample in the following groups. These averages are then averaged to get the average for the groups. The first sheets (tabs) are for the samples from grades three through eleven. Because most of these samples were scored, below the total group the samples that received high scores are grouped and averaged, as are those that received low scores. These averages are used for the “high” and “low” data in the graphs. The next tab (S95-ICE) is for the unscored samples from college students.
The next tabs go to “Oral,” data from plays, “Child,” data from books for children, “YAL,” prose for young adults, and “Fiction,” adult prose. These sheets have not been developed in the depth that the others have been. The last tab goes to the data from the thirty-three essays in Morley’s collection.
The three other files use this basic data.
Main Clauses


The first tab goes to a comparison of KISS statistics on words per main clause with those in the studies by Hunt, Loban, and O'Donnell. Overall, the KISS numbers are higher, but as explained below, there are many problems with their studies, the most important of which is that we do not have the data from which they drew their conclusions.
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The “T Words” tab. Except for the Morley essays, this section compares the total words written (not the total analyzed) by every writer in each group. I’ve included this because I have heard complaints that the students who write more get the higher grades. As the graph indicates, that is true, but the students who write more words do so by including more details and by using more mature constructions.
The “W/MC” tab gives the data and a graph for the average words per main clause. As explained below, this was Hunt’s primary measuring unit, and it was adapted by most of the studies that followed his.
The “Prep Phrases” tab explores the percentage of words in prepositional phrases. This is important because it is part of my support for beginning instruction with prepositional phrases in upper grades
The “CMC” tab examines the percent of students who used at least one compound main clause and the frequency use by those who did so. As you’ll see, there is a curious steep drop in the low group between grades eight and nine, and the low group remains low. If more samples confirm that, an interesting study would explain its causes.
The “Fragments” tab analyzes the average number of fragments per total main clauses. Here I simply note that 24% of the professionals in Morley’s collection used at least one fragment, and those who used one averaged 8.4 per main clause.
The “CS” tab explores the average number of comma-splices per total main clauses in the same way that fragments are explored. (A comma-splice is the joining of two main clauses with just a comma.) Six percent of Morley’s writers used a splice.
The “RO” tab examines the average number of run-ons per total main clauses in the same way. (A run-on) denotes the joining of two main clauses with no punctuation or conjunction.) None of Morley’s writers did this, which suggests that a run-on is the most serious of these three “errors.”
Subordinate Clauses
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Statistically speaking, the subordinate clause is the first major step in the growth of main clauses simply because it entails the subordination of one main clause into another.
He remembered that man. | That man stole his bike. | (4.5 words per MC)
He remembered the man [who stole his bike]. | (8 words per MC)

The “TSC” worksheet shows the total number of subordinate clauses per main clause. The sheets in this file (and the next) include three graphs. The first is the % of writers who used the construction. As this graph shows, only 63% of the writers in the third grade low group used a subordinate clause, whereas all the third graders in the high group did.
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The second graph indicates how frequently those who did use them actually used them. Note, fore example, that only 63% of the third graders used a subordinate clause, but those who did use them did so more frequently than the students in the high group did.
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The third graph indicates the average length, in this case, of their subordinate clauses. I’m giving this graph here primarily to show the three types of graphs that are in these files. In this case, the data shows an overall minor increase across grade levels, but in some of the later constructions these increases are sharper.
The “L1” worksheet is for subordinate clauses that are directly embedded in a main clause. The “Words per Subordinate Clauses by Those Who Used Them shows a shaper line of growth than does the one above. In part, that is caused by the embedding of Level 2 clauses.
The “L2” worksheet explores subordinate clauses that are embedded in a Level One. The following is from a third grader whose paper was scored “High.” 

[If your looking for a pet [thats really easy to take care of]] try a chameleon. |
(If this student had been using the KISS Approach starting in first grade, he would almost certainly have solved the apostrophe problem with “your” and “that’s.”) The data in this sheet indicates that the students in the low groups who used these clauses did so significantly more than those in the high groups. This may suggest that just as we over-listen to a new song, we overuse a new grammatical construction.
The current data in the “L3” worksheet shows that in the low group, no one used a level-three embedding before eighth grade. Thereafter, the use of level three remains fairly constant around 10% of these writers. Every writer before seventh grade who used a level three also used a level four, so the following example is from a seventh grade writer whose paper was rated “High.”
[Adv. to “ask” Although there are some programs [Adj. to “programs” that must be cut [Adv. to “must be cut” as there is just not enough money,]]] I ask the reader to consider the following before deciding to cut the music program in our schools. |
The “L4” tab takes you to the data for clauses embedded at that level. Very few students used these, and none of Morley’s professional writers did so. The clauses at this level raise some complex (and interesting) questions, but I can’t deal with them here. Here I can only suggest that the professionals didn’t use them because they reduced clauses to some of the constructions explained next.
Verbals Plus

Verbals include infinitives, gerunds, and gerundives. All three of these are reduced versions of the S / (finite) verb / C pattern. Infinitives are very common in oral language, as in “We want to go to the store.” My computer program is not set up to count how many different types of verbals are used in a sample, so I had to extract data on each of the three types in each sample. These are given on the first tab in this file, “Graph Verbals Used.” Tab Two deals with the average number of infinitives used per main clause. The sharp increase in use by the low group from ninth grade to tenth might be a question worth study. The Basic Data Sheet includes the various ways in which infinitives can be used, but analyzing this data would take time.
The third tab, “Inf Ellipsed,” explores a construction unique to KISS. It eliminates the traditional concepts of “subject” and “object complement.” Grammar books define the last two in different ways which I found very confusing. The following is part of a sentence by a third grader:
He got a dead salmon and cut it open.

KISS explains “it open” as an ellipsed infinitive, the infinitive usually a form of “be.” These infinitives usually function as a direct object.
He got a dead salmon and cut it *to be* open.

The grammar books, of course, never even attempt to teach students how to analyze all the words in what they write. Ten percent of the third graders used this construction. But students who have mastered S/V/C patterns, should have little trouble seeing that the full answer to “He cut whom or what?” is “it open.” For more on this, click here, and scroll down to item six.
Tab four is for gerunds, which always function in any way that a common noun can:
Fishing is fun. She likes acting. They thought {about going}.

Half of the high group and 13% of the low group of third graders used this construction. Most of these gerunds are single word or compose a short phrase, but verbals can be heavily developed as in the following sentence by a fifth grader whose paper was scored as “medium low”:
I would give my mom an award for putting some kids back in their place because they were yelling at me and they haven’t done it ever since.
The nineteen words after “putting” chunk to it, thereby creating a twenty-word gerund phrase. The fifth grade high group’s average for words per gerund is 4.9; the gerund phrases in this writer’s sample brought the average of the low group to 9.0.
Tab five leads to gerunds that function as adverbs. These are probably not even discussed in most grammar textbooks, and linguists have different ways of explaining them. In KISS, the explanation is simple. Gerunds are verbs that function as nouns. Since nouns can function as adverbs, so can gerunds:
They walked three miles.

The next morning I woke up shivering.

The example is from the writing of a third grader, and ten percent of third graders used this construction.
Tab six goes to the data on gerundives, verbals that function as adjectives. Only one third grader used this construction, and it was written as a fragment. An example from a fourth grader suggests that the construction as such has not been mastered but is used as an idiom from oral language:
He has a cat named Dillie.
An example from the writing of an eleventh grader illustrates the fully developed concept:
This involves immense pipelines (over 15 or so in diameter) attached to an even larger pumping machine, being run deep into the ocean to pump up sand from the ocean floor and deposit this sand on the beaches.

Both “attached” and “being run” chunk to, and thus modify, “pipelines.” The current data is interesting in that 70% of the professionals used gerundives, and they averaged 7.7 words per gerundive, a number higher than any group except the eleventh grade low group, which averaged 10.5. Across the data sheets there’s a pattern arising—the members of the low groups who do use a construction often use it more frequently and average more words in each.
The next tab is labeled “Appositives.” Appositives are unique in that no preposition or conjunction is used to connect them to the word they chunk to. The connection is entirely one of meaning. The following example, from a fourth grader, is typical and almost certainly a carry-over from oral language:
There are five people in my family my mom, my dad and my two brothers.
It was, if I remember correctly, Roy O’Donnell who noted that these are not true appositives but rather “lists.” (The difference might be an interesting topic of study. For a start, you could use the “Basic Data” file. It indicates which individual samples include appositives.)
The following more elaborated appositive was written by an eleventh grader:
The law I would want to eliminate is (Eninment Domain) the one where the government can come and take your house, to build other things thier like, stores, colleges.

This appositive is elaborated by eighteen words.
The “PPA” tab is for Post-positioned Adjectives. The following example is from a third grader:

You will go, in the past long befor this.

Both the post-positioned adjective and the appositive are reductions of subordinate clauses:
You will go, in the past [which was long befor this].

The law I would want to eliminate is (Eninment Domain) [which is the one . . . .]
A more complex example is from “The Precept of Peace,” by Louise Imogen Guiney in Morley’s collection:

This is a secret neat as that of the Sphinx: to “go softly” among events, yet domineer them.

Note that this sentence also contains an infinitive that functions as an appositive—“to go” stands in apposition to “secret”—it is the secret.
The last tabs are all for noun absolutes. In KISS, a noun absolute can function either as an adverb or as a noun. (For more on this, click here.) As the data and graphs indicate, noun absolutes as adverbs (NAbs Adv tab) are very rare in the samples from weak writers, but they are common in professional writing. The following sentence, however, is from a fifth grader whose paper was scored “High.” 
The roaring of the boat is like a wild animal, the salty spray drenching everyone on the boat who isn't in the cabin, and the seagulls crying out and actually chasing the boat to see if you have any scraps of meat.
It includes two noun absolutes that function as adverbs to “roaring,” to “is,” and/or to the prepositional phrase “like a wild animal.”
My computer program was not made to total the number of writers who used a noun absolute as a noun, so the date in the “NAbs as Noun” tab was calculated by adding the various types of noun. As the information on that worksheet shows, at least one student at every grade level did so. Current linguists have objected to the noun absolute as a noun, but the KISS view is supported by George O. Curme, a famous linguist. Interestingly, it was a student who first suggested the KISS view, but many non-grammarians with whom I have discussed it also agree that the noun absolute as a noun makes sense.
In the “NAbs Subj” tab, the first absolute used as a subject is from a seventh grader whose paper was rated “Medium” and therefore was not included in the “high” and “low” groups:
As soon as my dad brought me into the office, the people working there took me to my first class.
KISS accepts as an alternative explanation “people” as the subject and “working” as gerundive that modifies it, but prefers the noun absolute as noun explanation. KISS=”Keep It Simple and Sensible.”
Whereas the data does not include a noun absolute as subject before seventh grade, students at every grade level appear in the “NAbs DO” tab. The following sentence is by a third grader who has problems with spelling, but his sentence is a clearer example of why noun absolutes should be considered as nouns. The “They” refers to salmon.

They had There egg atached (DO) to there stomice.

To say that what they had was their “eggs” misses the entire point. 

Noun Absolutes as objects of prepositions (NAbs OP tab) are also found at every grade level. The following sentence is from another third grader with spelling problems, but the paper was scored “Medium High.”
Now I’m in the middle of a city {with hiver cars going everywere}.

As with all noun absolutes that KISS considers nouns, students can explain “cars” as the object of the preposition “with” and “going” as a gerundive that modifies cars. 

The last tab (NAbs PN) is for absolutes that function as predicate nouns. The current data has no example from a third grader, but they do appear in fourth. This student’s paper was scored “Medium High”:

There was gold, silver, diamonds, and things never seen (PN) by living man.
When I made the program that does the counting, I did not expect noun absolutes that function as appositives, but a fourth grader has shown me that I should have:

If you ever ventured into my room you would see a great deal of dinosaur stuff: Dinosaur posters covering one of the walls, dinosaur movies pilled next to my t.v., my economy sized basket over flowing with dinosaur toys, and lots of dino books stock pilled on the floor. 

Spelling errors, but the colon suggests that these are four noun absolutes that function as appositives to “stuff.” 
Previous Studies upon Which This Project Builds
In rereading Kellogg Hunt’s Grammatical Structures, almost thirty years after first studying it, I was amazed by how much KISS Grammar was influenced by it. For almost thirty years, however, I have told students (and users of KISS Grammar) that professional writers average twenty words per main clause. I no longer believe that is true. The “gap” that led to decades of weak instruction (and ultimately to the ban on teaching grammar) may not exist, and if it does, it is much smaller than Hunt suggested. 
The statistical analysis of the openings of the thirty-three essays in Modern Essays, Selected by Chrisopher Morley suggests that professionals average only 17.5 words per main clause. The 5.9 word gap suggested by Hunt (from 14.4 for high school students to 20.3 for professionals) is thus reduced to 3.1 words. And, as I will try to explain, much of that gap is almost certainly the result of age, interest, and experience.
Unlike many of the researchers who used his work as a base, Hunt did an objective study. As he explained:
In this study the word “maturity” is intended to designate nothing more than “the observed characteristics of writers in an older grade.” It has nothing to do with whether older students write “better” in any general stylistic sense. (Grammatical Structures 5)
In other words, in presenting 20.3 words per main clause as the average of “superior adults,” he did not mean that the quality of these adults was somehow “better.” He was, it appears, simply trying to make an objective observation—a distant glimpse of where some of the students might end up.
Unfortunately, English Educators are not very good readers. Many people heard about Hunt’s conclusion; few read his research report. As a result, the later researchers turned Hunt’s conclusion into a horse-race to prove that their selected method was better than traditional grammar for “improving” students’ writing. Hunt made no such claim. Put differently, Hunt is not responsible for the major problem that arose from his research.
Hunt’s Studies
Before looking at his studies, we need to explore what Hunt called a “T-unit.”
On Hunt’s “T-unit”
As children grow older, their sentences obviously become longer and more complex. Many statistical studies were done to find a way to measure this growth, but they failed because they counted the number of words in the average sentence. The result was that third and fourth graders left their elders in the dust. Many younger writers produce long sentences—by combining sentence after sentence with “and.” In the 1960’s, Hunt solved the problem by defining what he called the “T-Unit,” which stands for “minimal terminable unit.”

He defined the “T-unit” as “one main clause with all the subordinate clauses attached to it.” He used this term because there is major confusion in English about what a “main clause” is. For example, in the sentence “They saw the river was flooding,” some grammars claim that “They saw” is the main clause; other grammars (including KISS) say that that whole sentence is a main clause. That means that the definition of the KISS “main clause” is the same as Hunt’s “T-unit.”
But in Grammatical Structures Written at Three Grade Levels, Hunt claims that “There should be no trouble deciding whether an expression, if it is intelligible at all, goes with the preceding main clause or the following.” He goes on to state, “A student’s failure to put in periods where he should would not interfere with the slicing process unless the passage already was an unintelligible garble.” (20). But the “slicing process” is not always that simple. There are at least two major problems in it.

The first problem involves fragments. The opening of “Trivia,” by Logan Pearsall Smith, includes the following: 

What shall I compare it to, this fantastic thing I call my Mind? To a waste-paper basket, to a sieve choked with sediment, or to a barrel full of floating froth and refuse?

The second “sentence” is a fragment. How would Hunt have counted it? Would the whole two “sentences” be counted as one 33-word main clause? Would the second “sentence” be “excluded?” Or would it count as two main clauses? And the example is not unusual. (You can find more of them by searching the databooks for “\F\”.) Professionals frequently use fragments that do not easily attach to what came before or after them.

The fragments of students, on the other hand, frequently can be easily attached to what precedes or follows them. But should they be? The following was written by a seventh grader:

On the way down to Florida we passed some really neat places. Like a place called South of the Border. And the place Vanna White is from.

The last two “sentences” fragments. Would Hunt have attached them to the first to arrive at one 27-word T-unit? If so, why? In many students’ writing fragments result from the student losing control of the sentence, stopping the sentence with a period, and then continuing with the same sentence. Other fragments result from after-thoughts, as in the following (about gerbils), also from a seventh grader: “Mrs. Stewart buys their food and feeds them. And water provides water.” 

The problem of fragments is complicated, but my point here is simply that without better explanations, and, even more important, without access to the original writing, serious questions remain about Hunt’s conclusions. If Hunt counted fragments as parts of other T-units, that itself would account for his high numbers, but he doesn’t say.

The KISS Approach is based on a psycholinguistic model of how our brains process sentences. That model suggests that our brains chunk together in short-term memory (STM) all the words in a T-unit (main clause). At the end of a main clause, the content of STM is dumped to long-term memory. STM is cleared to process the next main clause. Thus fragments themselves are counted as individual T-units. If professionals wanted their fragments joined to the preceding or following main clause, they would have joined them. Students’ fragments, on the other hand, may be a major indication of their inability to handle longer, more complicated sentences. To join them to another T-unit simply obscures problems in students’ writing.

The second problem with Hunt’s statement (that determining T-unit breaks is simple) involves multi-clause quotations that function as direct objects of verbs such as “said.” Interestingly, in discussing an analysis of the clause structure of three short stories, Hunt states, “Only the sentences which contain no dialog were considered.” (Grammatical, 68). In other words, some text was “excluded.” Later, he addresses the question more directly, but what he says is confusing:

In counting subordinate clauses, direct quotations after a verb like say were noted as a special category of noun clause. However, no handling of direct quotations is quite satisfactory in a developmental study which seeks to say something about difficulty of structure. For instance, if the dialog continues with short speeches involving several changes of speaker, the John said or Mary said is likely to disappear after the first exchange, leaving the paragraphing to show that the speaker has changed. When that occurs, do the speeches stop being noun clauses? Or suppose the speech is several sentences long. After the first period, is the next sentence a subordinate noun clause? Think what a long enclosed narrative by Conrad’s Marlowe would be.

There is a simple solution. Exclude from the writing sample all sentences containing direct discourse. These can be analyzed separately. Exceptions could be made for special reasons as was done in handling Macomber in 4-12. 

If these thousand word samples from each school child had not included their sentences with direct discourse, then the tendency for the number of subordinate clauses to increase would have been a little more pronounced, since the direct discourse was written predominantly by the younger students. (Grammatical, 91-2)

I have quoted this at length for three reasons.

First, if I am reading it correctly, he initially states that sentences with direct discourse should be excluded. But in the final paragraph he implies that in his own analysis such sentences were not excluded. If they had not been, “the tendency for the number of subordinate clauses to increase [across grade levels] would have been a little more pronounced.” In other words, the increase would have been more pronounced because fewer subordinate clauses would have been counted in the writing of the fourth graders, thereby creating a greater separation between the number for fourth graders and the number for eighth graders. I may be misreading this, but again, my major point is that without copies of the originals, we have no sure idea of what he meant.

My second reason is his suggestion that “Exceptions could be made for special reasons.” Statistical analysis of this type is complicated enough without introducing various additional exceptions.

My final reason is that there is a simpler solution that would not require exceptions. Hunt assumes that if “the speech is several sentences long,” the remaining sentences could be counted as additional subordinate clauses. He rejects the idea, but why couldn’t the following clauses be counted as separate T-units? The KISS psycholinguistic model accounts for doing this. We read the first “main clause” after “said” as a subordinate direct object. But surely we continue to process the sentence. And we probably do so by dumping to long-term memory and then treating the following clauses just as we would any other sentences. To simply exclude such discourse, as Hunt suggested, is to ignore a major aspect of writing. 

As the analysis of the essays selected by Morley clearly indicate, dialog is not at all rare in non-fictional essays. For example, how many T- units are there in the following sentence from “A Free Man’s Worship” by Bertrand Russell (Essay # 26)?

And Man said: ‘There is a hidden purpose, could we but fathom it, and the purpose is good; for we must reverence something, and in the visible world there is nothing worthy of reverence.’

Some people could claim that the quotation is all the direct object of “said,” and therefore the entire sentence is one T-unit. But if we take that approach, then the entire 255-word passage is one T-unit. The selection begins: “TO Dr. Faustus in his study Mephistopheles told the history of the Creation, saying: . . . . ” The rest of the passage is the direct object of “saying.” This approach does not make sense, and it would certainly mess up any statistical calculations.

The KISS approach to this is to consider the first subordinate clause the direct object, and then to consider the others as separate main clauses. [KISS indicates the end of main-clauses with a vertical (red) line, and places brackets around subordinate clauses.]

And Man said: ‘[DO There is a hidden purpose (PN), [Adv. could we but fathom it (DO)]], | and the purpose is good (PA); | for we must reverence something (DO) |, and {in the visible world} there is nothing (PN) worthy [#10] {of reverence}.’ |
How much this affects statistical comparisons with the earlier studies we will never know because we do not have the original sources for those studies. It clearly does have some effect. 
Hunt, however, appears to have preferred more exceptions and exclusions. He explains:

It might also be convenient in subsequent studies to keep separate from the main sample all imperatives, since they show no subject, and answers to questions. And, if answers are being separated, perhaps questions should be too.

As a matter of fact, the tabulation of certain other noun clauses also presents a problem. In this study “Pope believed” was counted as a main clause whether it appeared initially, or medially, or finally, in these sentences: “Pope believed man’s chief fault is pride” or “Man’s chief fault, Pope believed, is pride” or “Man’s chief fault is pride, Pope believed.” There exists, of course, a structural difference between the initial usage and the medial or final usage. “That” can be used in one instance but not the other; and so can the tag question “didn’t he?” Perhaps in medial or final position, “Pope believed,” like “I think,” “I guess,” should have been classed as a sentence modifier of a main clause. However, the problem appeared rarely enough that a different procedure would not have affected the results in any significant way. (92)

Hunt’s initial statement that “There should be no trouble deciding whether an expression, if it is intelligible at all, goes with the preceding main clause or the following” is more troublesome than he believed.

Hunt’s “explanation” here creates more confusion. Note that he said, “In this study ‘Pope believed’ was counted as a main clause . . . . ” Does that mean that “Man’s chief fault, Pope believed, is pride” counts as two T-units? Or one?

Cases like “”Man’s chief fault, Pope believed, is pride” are more common in professional (and students’) writing than Hunt suggests. The KISS approach resolves this problem by considering the initial position (Pope believed. . . .) as the subject and verb of a main clause, and the other two positions as sentence modifiers (which KISS includes as interjections).

Before leaving the question of defining T-units (main clauses), there is another problem that Hunt does not discuss. Sometimes it may be impossible to determine whether a clause is main or subordinate. Fortunately, such sentences are rare, but consider the following from Anderson’s “The Snow Queen”:

You see that all our men folks are away, 

but mother is still here, and she will stay.

This can be analyzed in two ways. For one, the last three clauses can be viewed as direct objects of “see”: 
You see [DO that all our men folks are away,] 

[DO but mother is still here], [DO and she will stay]. |
The speaker is thus telling his brother that his brother already sees all three things. But it can also be analyzed as: 
You see [DO that all our men folks are away], | 

but mother is still here, | and she will stay. |
In this view, the speaker is informing his brother that “mother is still here, and she will stay.” In this perspective, the sentence syntactically consists of three main clauses. From the text, it is impossible to tell. (Language is often ambiguous.) And again, without the original sources, statistical conclusions become highly suspect.

Two More Questions about T-units
“So,” “For,” and “Which” as conjunctions

Hunt gives several structural reasons for counting “For” and “So,” when they function as conjunctions, as coordinating. (Grammatical, 74-75) KISS, however, focuses on meaning. The normal coordinating conjunctions (“and,” “or,” and “but”) all express a whole/part logic. “For” and “so,” clearly indicate causal relationships. In KISS, therefore, they can be explained as either coordinating or subordinating. If they begin a sentence (or follow a semicolon or colon) they are counted as coordinating main clauses. After a comma or a dash, however, they are viewed as comparable to “because” and viewed as subordinating. (For more on the reasoning, see “KISS Level 3.2.2 – ‘So’ and ‘For’ as Conjunctions.”) For the Morley study, the overall effect of this difference is insignificant.
There is only one relevant case of “so.” Selection 21, “On Lying Awake at Night,” by Stewart Edward White, includes the following 42-word sentence. Vertical lines indicate the KISS analysis of main clauses:
Hearing, sight, smell—all are preternaturally keen to whatever of sound and sight and woods perfume is abroad through the night; | and yet at the same time active appreciation dozes, [so these things lie on it sweet and cloying like fallen rose-leaves]. |
KISS, in other words, counts this as two main clauses (T-units), and thus the sentence averages 21.5 words per main clause. Apparently, Hunt would have counted it as three, the “so” clause being a separate T-unit. That results in an average of 14.0 words per main clause.

Hunt’s “Special ‘Which’”

Hunt refers to a “special ‘which’” in discussing subordinate clauses, and gives the example, “He yelled, which made me mad.” (Grammatical, 84) He called it “special” because it does not have a noun or pronoun as its antecedent. Instead, the “which” refers to the subject/verb “He yelled.” He found only one of these in his samples, but the construction appears fairly frequently in the writing of professionals. Indeed, the “which” construction is even punctuated as a separate sentence.

For example, Daniel Boorstin has written numerous scholarly works, has won the Pulitzer Prize, and served for twelve years as the Librarian of Congress. His The Creators has a number of examples, including:

The Life of Johnson would be another product of this same obsession with capturing experience by recording it. Which also helps explain the directness, the simplicity, and lack of contrivance in the biography. (596)

Hunt did not indicate how he would count this in terms of T-units, but in KISS, the “which” construction counts as a separate main clause because of the capital letter and the preceding period. Note, by the way, that many teachers consider such “which” clauses as errors. For more examples, see the KISS website.
Grammatical Structures Written at Three Grade Levels. (1965)
In 1965, NCTE published his most famous work, Grammatical Structures Written at Three Grade Levels. Thereafter, the T-unit was used as a basic yardstick in several major studies of the writing of students at different grade levels. The most important of these studies are Syntax of kindergarten and elementary school children: A Transformational Analysis (1967) by Roy O'Donnell, W. J. Griffin, and R. C. Norris, and Walter Loban’s Language Development: Kindergarten through Grade Twelve (1976). These studies show a gradual increase in T-Unit length as students get older. 
	Average Number of Words per Main Clause

	 
	Loban
	Hunt
	O'Donnell
	Avg

	G3
	7.60
	 
	7.67
	7.6

	G4
	8.02
	8.51
	 
	8.3

	G5
	8.76
	 
	9.34
	9.1

	G6
	9.04
	 
	 
	9.0

	G7
	8.94
	 
	9.99
	9.5

	G8
	10.37
	11.34
	 
	10.9

	G9
	10.05
	 
	 
	10.1

	G10
	11.79
	 
	 
	11.8

	G11
	10.69
	 
	 
	10.7

	G12
	13.27
	14.40
	 
	13.8

	PW
	 
	20.30
	 
	20.3


In the table, Loban’s data was taken from Language Development: Kindergarten through Grade Twelve. Urbana, IL.: NCTE. 1976. 32. Hunt’s and O’Donnell’s data is from Frank O’Hare’s Sentence Combining. Urbana, IL.: NCTE. 1971. p. 22.
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These give a general picture of what the researchers saw. With what might be called two slight “setbacks,” the graph indicates overall increasing length as students progress from grade to grade, and then the “gap” from high schools students to the professional writers.
Two things are important to note here. First, these studies were objective in the sense that no instruction was involved. The researchers were simply trying to find tools to measure (and thus describe) the nature of the natural growth in sentence length and complexity. Second, they were not concerned with “errors” or “correctness.” There are, however, problems.
A False Analogy, or “Apples and Oranges”

Hunt’s figure for “Adults” is from a study of essays published in The Atlantic and Harper’s. Does it make sense to compare the writing of these authors with the writing of a random group of high-school seniors? How many of the school students actually wanted to write something? How much time were they given to think about the topic before they wrote? From what all these studies report, it appears that the writing was done in class—the students had little, if any, time to brainstorm, revise or edit. The professionals, on the other hand, considered themselves “writers.” They almost certainly did a great deal of thinking before they even started to write. And they probably revised. Then their editors read their work and made suggestions. Hunt noted most of these observations (Grammatical, 55), but he still made the comparison, a comparison that was subsequently interpreted as posing a major gap that educators should bridge—with or without instruction in grammar.
To assume that there is a serious gap that needs “instruction” between the writing of high school seniors and professional writers is not only silly, it also undercuts the basic assumption of the initial studies. These studies claimed to be exploring “natural syntactic development.” In other words, T-units become longer and more complex as people age—with or without instruction. In still other words, it is possible that the age difference itself could have accounted for the entire 5.9 word gap. Over the years, I have had my college freshmen do a statistical study of their own writing—they tend to average 15.5 words per main clause. The 1.1 word jump from the average for high school seniors probably results from two things: 1.) They are a year older, and 2.) they are academically inclined enough to be going to college. In other words, many of the high school seniors who probably did not read or write as much were automatically excluded from the sample.
Let me note again: the statistically flawed, horse-race research that followed Hunt’s objective study resulted in NCTE claiming that instruction in grammar is harmful. Although the argument is not my objective here, a good case can be made that just the opposite is true. Here, however, my objective is to examine the validity of Hunt’s 20.3-word conclusion about the writing of professionals.
Vague Data
As noted above, Hunt took his samples of adult writing from The Atlantic and Harper’s. Unfortunately, he did not indicate which articles he chose. He states:

The articles were all from the January, February, and March, 1964, issues. All articles were primarily expository; none were fiction . . . . The passage selected from each article was the first thousand words. . . . . eighteen samples were chosen, nine from Harper’s and nine from Atlantic. (Grammatical, 54-55)

Why he did not indicate the authors and titles of these samples is a major question. Without that information, it is impossible to verify what he counted and how. The analysis of Modern Essays (above) raises major questions about what Hunt was (and was not) counting as a T-unit. 
None of the studies done in the sixties and seventies included the original samples of the writing of the students. This is understandable, especially since there was no internet at the time. Today, copies of the original writing of the students can be placed on the internet, and the KISS site includes numerous studies based on samples from state standards documents. The lack of the originals is especially important for the horse-race studies—the studies that set out to prove that one approach is better than another. In some of those studies, the “T-unit” was defined differently, and in most studies, the errors in the students’ writing were ignored, or they were corrected before the statistical analysis was done. 

And there are other serious problems with the students’ samples used in Hunt’s Grammatical Structures. His research was based on students in fourth, eighth and twelfth grades. Nine boys and nine girls were selected from each grade for a total of 54 students. In his favor, Hunt studied larger samples from each student—one thousand words. But “only ‘average’ IQ students were used: those with scores between 90 and 110.” (2) Hunt himself notes that writers for The Atlantic and Harper’s probably have higher IQ’s. Interestingly, Hunt notes that in the school population that was used, “it was barely possible to find in each grade nine boys and nine girls, plus one or two extras, whose IQ scores were below 110” (2). One might think that it should be easier to find “average” IQ students. There are, in other words, serious questions about the extent to which Hunt’s samples represent average students.
Garbles
According to Hunt, “Before the writings could be analyzed, a small amount of extraneous matter had to be excluded. A piece of this extraneous matter, called a garble, was any group of words that could not be understood by the investigators.” He gave a sample from the writing of a fourth grader, and notes: “The garble is italicized. Where the investigators felt sure that a word was merely [sic] a wrong inflection, the correctly inflected form appears in parenthesis.
The man (men) burned the whales to make oil for the lamps in the town. And the man in the little boats and the white whale eat (ate) the boats up and the white whale went down and came up and eat (ate) The other up too and the rest came back to the ship.” (6)

Note again that none of these studies dealt directly with grammatical errors. The page that follows this includes a table of the number of words counted as garbles, and it is true that the number is not very significant. With each student writing a thousand words, and eighteen students in a grade level, 18,000 words were analyzed for each grade level. Hunt reports the following number of words in garbles for each grade level: grade 4—81; grade 8—7; grade 12—12. But there were no garbles in the writing of the professionals.
For anyone who has worked with hand-written essays by students, Hunt’s “garble” raises another important question. Many students’ handwriting is very difficult to decipher—it’s often impossible to determine what the words are. Hunt, however, said nothing about such cases. My college Freshmen often write such that I cannot figure out some of the words. And if Hunt “excluded” the garbles that he described, one would expect that he also excluded undecipherable words. What effect did such exclusions have on the final counts of words per main clause?
Hunt’s example raises still another question. He claimed that “And the man in the little boats” is a garble that was excluded because it “could not be understood by the investigators.” But, at least to me, it seems fairly certain that the writer was attempting to say that “the men were in the little boats.” The writer probably wanted to establish that before noting that the whale ate the boats up. In other words, Hunt’s investigators may have excluded an entire T-unit because its verb is missing. And, if they did it here, in how many other cases did they do so?

Some readers may, of course, see my objections as nit-picking, but my point is simply that without copies of the original writing samples, Hunt’s conclusions become questionable.
 “Early Blooming and Late Blooming Syntactic Structures” (1977)
In “Early Blooming” Hunt took a significantly different approach to the statistical study of sentence structure. In it, he notes that his (and others’) previous studies were all based on what he calls “free writing”—the students simply wrote whatever they were supposed to for classes, and that writing was analyzed. The studies behind “Early Blooming,” on the other hand, are based on what he calls “rewriting.” As he explained, “A student is given a passage written in extremely short sentences and is asked to rewrite it in a better way. Once this is accomplished, the researcher can study what changes are made by students at different grade levels.” (91-2) 

The article includes copies of the two “short-sentence” passages that were used in the study, one of which is titled “Aluminum,” the other being “The Chicken.” Hunt refers to “the ‘Aluminum’ study” in which 300 writers rewrote that passage. Of these three hundred, 250 were school children in grades 4, 6, 8, 10, and 12. Twenty-five authors “who recently had published articles in Harpers or Atlantic” also rewrote the passage, as did twenty-five “firemen who had graduated from high school but had not attended college.” (96)
The inclusion of the firemen is interesting, especially where Hunt reports the average number of words per T-unit. Twelfth graders averaged 11.3 (not the 14.4 reported in Grammatical); the firemen averaged 11.9—which indicates that T-unit length grows naturally without instruction. Finally, the skilled adults came in at 14.8, far below the 20.3 reported in Grammatical. The differences between the results in Grammatical and in “Early Blooming” reflect the major difference in the task the students were given. It appears that rewriting someone else’s short sentences results in significantly shorter T-units than does putting one’s own ideas into sentences. Hunt does note that the differences in the tasks affect the results, but most of his discussion involves the differences between the “Aluminum” passage and “The Chicken.” 

As Hunt rightly notes, “When studying free writing, a researcher sees only the output. The input lies hidden in the writer’s head.” (97) The major advantage of studying “rewriting” is that it enables researchers to see exactly what kinds of combinations writers make. As one example, he gives two short “input” sentences from the “Aluminum” passage:
It contains aluminum.

It contains oxygen.

There are two ways to combine these sentences:

It contains aluminum and contains oxygen.

It contains aluminum and oxygen. [more mature]

He then reports: “Almost all of the writers in grade six and older used this more mature construction, deleting both the subject and the verb. But among the youngest group, the fourth graders, almost half deleted nothing at all, and of the remaining half more chose the less mature construction. So even within coordination using and, there are grades of maturity . . . . ” (98)
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There are many more interesting constructions that Hunt discusses in this article, but two of them (appositives and KISS gerundives) are of more interest here, simply because they can also be studied in “free writing.” Hunt claims that the “Ability to write appositives was in full bloom by grade eight, but not by six or four.” (98) The importance of this conclusion is questionable. As noted above, Hunt realized that the task affected the results, and in this short rewriting assignment, there were, according to Hunt, four “pairs of sentences that invited appositives to be formed.” One, for example, was “Aluminum is a metal. It comes from bauxite.” The person who rewrote this by using an appositive wrote “Aluminum, a metal, comes from bauxite.” But he is noted to be a “skilled adult.” Exactly how many other people made this combination, however, is not clear. Once again, without the rewritten texts, there is no way to tell. 
Here again I want to thank the state Departments of Education for allowing me to use their scored samples. As the current graph shows, for students who scored above average (green line), appositives bloom as early as third grade. For weaker writers (red line), it appears to bloom in third grade and then wither. The apparent bloom is the result of sentences like “There are four people in my family, my mother, my father, my sister, and me.”
The other “late-blooming” construction that Hunt explored he left unnamed, probably because of the confusion in grammatical terminology. In KISS it is a gerundive or a gerund that functions as a noun used as an adverb. A “gerundive” is a participle that functions as an adjective. The KISS “Psycholinguistic Model of How the Human Brain Processes Language” suggests that we chunk words to the nearest word or construction that makes sense. KISS would explain most of Hunt’s examples given below as gerunds that function a nouns used as an adverb. For example, in “She slept all the time, laying no eggs,” most people would chunk “laying” as an adverb to “slept.” It explains a condition of her sleeping. But in KISS, the last example below would be explained as a gerundive (a verbal adjective)—“Blaming the chicken, he killed her and ate her for breakfast.” Most readers would probably chunk “Blaming” to “he.”
I’ll give Hunt’s examples first, and then give the current KISS graphs for these two constructions. Hunt took the following example, a sentence written by E. B. White, from a study by Francis Christensen:
We caught two bass, hauling them in briskly, pulling them over the side, and stunning them. [my emphasis]
Hunt reported that: 

Of the 300 persons who rewrote “Aluminum,” not one of them produced this construction. Out of 10 fourth graders who rewrote “The Chicken,” not even one produced it. By 10 eighth graders who rewrote it, it was produced once: 
She slept all the time, laying no eggs.

By 10 twelfth graders this construction was produced twice. Here are both examples:

The chicken cackled, waking the man.

Blaming the chicken, he killed her and ate her for breakfast.

But the university students produced 14 examples. In fact, 9 out of 10 university students studied produced at least one example, whereas only 1 out of 10 twelfth graders had done so. In the little time between high school and the university, this construction suddenly burst into bloom. (100)
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Again I want to emphasize that Hunt’s subjects were not writing; they were rewriting someone else’s words. The graph suggests that students simply writing used gerunds as adverbs earlier than Hunt suggests.
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The KISS current data similarly suggests that students use gerundives earlier than Hunt’s study suggests.

I don’t want to leave Hunt without again acknowledging that my own work would never have even begun without his. Unfortunately, his solid foundation for the statistical study of natural syntactic development was left behind by almost all subsequent horse-race researchers who focused on that supposed gap between the 14.4 words per main clause of twelfth graders and the 20.3 average for professional writers.
The Horse-Race Studies

The gap created a sensation in the world of English Education. Several instructional approaches were developed in an attempt to close it, including having students practice combining sentences—with no instruction in grammar. Ultimately, all these approaches failed, but the ensuing research, according to the National Council of Teachers of English, proves that teaching grammar is harmful. Across the country, grammar instruction was squelched. (Note that all of these studies were published by the National Council of Teachers of English, a group that could be said to have a monopoly on instruction in English.)
1963 The Braddock Report
The formal attack on the teaching of grammar started with “The Braddock Report.” Research in Written Composition (NCTE, 1963), was written by Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer. It was commissioned by NCTE to be an overall study of the state of research on the teaching of English. It contains a “harmful effects” statement that is regularly quoted to deride the teaching of grammar:

In view of the widespread agreement of research studies based upon many types of students and teachers, the conclusion can be stated in strong and unqualified terms: the teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually displaces some instruction and practice in actual composition, even a harmful effect on the improvement of writing. (37-38)

Significantly, it does not list the “studies.” Although there are several problems with its details, my purpose here is simply to indicate its importance. This was the official “megastudy” by NCTE! As usual, most English Educators did not read the book, but the “harmful effects” of grammar instruction became a cliché in English Departments across the country. 
Because linguists had developed alternative grammars to the “traditional,” what followed was a series of studies that tried to prove that alternative instruction (particularly in transformational grammar) would be more effective.

1966. NCTE published The Effect of a Study of Transformational Grammar on the Writing of Ninth and Tenth Graders, by Donald R. Bateman and Frank J. Zidonis. This study is often cited as demonstrating that instruction in grammar is useless or even harmful, but Bateman and Zidonis, having noted that their results are tentative, concluded that “Even so, the persistently higher gain scores for the experimental class in every comparison made strengthens the contention that the study of a systematic grammar which is a theoretical model of the process of sentence production is the logical way to modify the process itself.” (37) They further note that “the persistent tendency of researchers to conclude that a knowledge of grammar has no significant effect on language skills (when judgment should have been suspended) should certainly be reexamined.” (37)
Common sense, sorely lacking in English Education, would question why anyone would ever think that the study of transformational grammar would improve students’ writing. The grammar is technically called “transformational-generative” because it was developed to explain how our brains generate very simple “kernel” sentences and then transform them into longer, more complex sentences. It begins with a set of “phrase-structure” rules. In An Introduction to Linguistics, L. Ben Crane et al. give a “partial” set of these (14 of them), the first of which is 

1. S (NP + Aux +VP
The explanation of these rules include “Notational Conventions” (4 of them), “Partial Lexicon” (7 items), and “Abbreviations (13 of them) (110). Once students have mastered these, they have to study transformational rules that, among other things, transform an active voice sentence into a passive. 

From the students’ perspective, they learn all of this to understand how our brains transform “John closed the door” into “The door was closed by John.” Expecting this kind of instruction to improve students’ writing is like expecting a course in geometry to do so.
1969. John C. Mellon’s Transformational Sentence Combining: A Method for Enhancing the Development of Syntactic Fluency in English Composition (NCTE) was an attempt to show that instruction in sentence-combining, together with instruction in transformational grammar, is more effective than traditional instruction in grammar. It predates publication of Loban’s major study, but lists the work of Hunt and O'Donnell in the references. Interestingly, in his section on “Background Research,” Mellon focuses on the Bateman-Zidonis study, rather than on the work of Hunt and O'Donnell. The Bateman-Zidonis study, which did not use the T-unit, was an attempt to compare the teaching of grammar by using the Oregon Curriculum as opposed to teaching that used a more traditional approach. In this background section, Mellon’s only mention of Hunt is to chide Bateman and Zidonis for not using the T-unit:

Bateman and Zidonis’ scheme for computing structural complexity leaves much to be desired. Their use of the orthographic sentence ignores the findings of Hunt (1964), who shows that the independent clause is a more reliable unit. Apparently the experimenters wished to count coordinate conjunctions resulting in compound sentences, although the incidence of this structure is inversely proportionate to maturity (11-12)

One must wonder, however, what it was that Mellon wanted to count. After rebuking Bateman and Zidonis for not using Hunt’s T-unit, Mellon significantly modified Hunt’s definition! 

Perhaps his most significant modification is that “Clauses of condition, concession, reason, and purpose (although traditionally considered constituents of independent clauses) also count as separate T-units.” He justifies this by claiming that it “follows from the experimenter’s view that logical conjunctions (‘if,’ ‘although,’ ‘because,’ ‘so that,’ etc. are T-unit connectors much like the coordinate conjunctions, in that both groups of words join independent clauses.” (42-43) This circular reasoning results in a strange definition of “independent clauses.” Counting clauses “of condition, concession, reason, and purpose” as separate T-units is a fundamental difference. It increases the number of T-units in any given passage, and decreases the number of subordinate clauses, thereby affecting both the number of words per T-unit, and the number of subordinate clauses per T-unit. Without copies of the students’ work, it is impossible to judge the effect that this change had, but without such copies and with so little explanation, Mellon’s adaptations raise major questions of his cooking the books.

Mellon, however, was not interested in “improving” students’ writing in the usual sense of the word. He used the word “enhancing” in his title, but his primary concern is to evoke more syntactic complexity. Errors were sanitized or ignored. A sub-sample of the students’ writing was analyzed for overall quality, but “These were typewritten so that spelling and punctuation errors could be corrected . . .” (68) In summarizing this sub-sample, he states:

The writing of the experimental group was inferior to that of the subjects who had studied conventional grammar, but indistinguishable from that of subjects who had studied no grammar but had received extra instruction in composition—curious results indeed. (69)

Put more simply and directly, the students who studied conventional grammar wrote better than both those who had studied transformational grammar with sentence-combining and those who had not studied grammar. Mellon’s research, in other words, proves just the opposite of what the NCTE hierarchy claims that it proves.

Although Mellon’s objective had been to test the effectiveness of sentence-combining exercises and the study of transformational grammar, he concluded that “Clearly, it was the sentence-combining practice associated with the grammar study, not the grammar study itself, that influenced the syntactic fluency growth rate.” (74) Frank O’Hare was to pick up on this and run wild with it.

1973. Frank O’Hare’s Sentence Combining: Improving Student Writing Without Formal Grammar Instruction (another NCTE publication) was used by the English Ed establishment as a storm to wipe out all those old fuddy-duddy teachers who insisted that grammar instruction is important. In essence, the English Ed establishment didn’t understand grammar, and had no ideas about how to improve grammar instruction, so they promoted any research that suggested that teaching grammar was either useless or harmful. Having read Mellon’s study, O'Hare decided to test pure sentence-combining against “traditional” instruction in grammar.

His “experiment” was rigged. As in Mellon’s study, errors in spelling and punctuation were corrected before the samples were evaluated for “quality.” O’Hare knew from the previous research that subordinate clauses begin to blossom in seventh grade, and that the blossoming of subordinate clauses produces a jump in the number of words per T-unit. One must, therefore, question his selection of an experimental population: “The seventh grade was selected as the level on which to conduct this experiment simply because Mellon chose seventh graders.” (37) O’Hare knew that he was going to get positive results, and he was almost certainly aware of the basic behaviorist theory of conditioning—if one has students spend hours combining sentences into longer ones, longer ones will transfer to their writing—until the conditioning wears off. One could, therefore, say that O’Hare used—and abused—Hunt’s T-unit. The abuse is obvious in the title of the study. Whereas Mellon had used the word “enhancing,” O’Hare used “improving.” We are a long way from Hunt’s observation that longer and more complex does not necessarily mean “better.”

The study, however, was effective. Many in the English profession are notoriously bad at math. Nor are they particularly adept at scientific reading. The study, its title and conclusions, were thus more talked about than read. And they were hailed as “proving” that instruction in grammar is useless. In the 1980’s, formal grammar instruction began dropping out of our classrooms, replaced by a huge variety of books just on sentence-combining—with no formal instruction in grammar.

O’Hare himself did not believe his conclusion that students’ writing can be improved “without formal grammar instruction.” In 1986 he published the 454-page The Modern Writer’s Handbook (Macmillan), the first half of which is entirely devoted to very traditional slice-and-dice grammar instruction.

1978. William B. Elley, I. H. Barham, H. Lamb, and M. Wyllie published The Role of Grammar in a Secondary School Curriculum. Because this study is often cited to show that instruction in grammar is useless, the first thing that needs to be pointed out is that none of the researchers had a background in grammar or linguistics. They were administrators and teachers who were interested in the question of the effectiveness of formal instruction in grammar, and, because of chance and connections, they received a grant to do an extensive research project. Here again the focus was on “longer T-units,” and little, if any attention was given to correctness.

And here again we find a (major) modification of Hunt’s “T-Unit.” They give five “principles” for defining the “T-unit.” The second and third are:

(2) The coordinating conjunctions ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘yet’, and ‘so’ (when it meant ‘and so’) were regarded as markers which separate adjacent T-units (except in cases where they separated two subordinate clauses).

(3) A clause was defined as an expression which contained a subject (or coordinated subjects) and a finite verb (or coordinated finite verbs).

They then give four examples, the last two of which are:

(3) The policeman hunted through the thick bushes / and tracked down the thief. (2 T-units) 

(4) The policeman, with his dog, hunted all night for the thief who had stolen and abandoned the new car / but did not catch him. (2 T-units) (74-75)

In these two examples, they apply “principle” (2), and simultaneously violate “principle” (3). The study is pure nonsense.

But that does not mean that they did not present a “conclusion”—“it is difficult to escape the conclusion that English grammar, whether traditional or transformational, has virtually no effect on the language growth of typical high school students.” (71) Illiterate English Educators, who either did not read this study, or who read it poorly, jumped on this “conclusion” in their war against grammar.

1985. The January 1986 issue of Language Arts, a major NCTE publication, reported that at its Annual Business Meeting, November 24, 1985 in Philadelphia, NCTE passed the following resolution (which is still on its books):

On Grammar Exercises to Teach Speaking and Writing 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. (103)
Since then, teachers who wanted to teach grammar have told me that their supervisors, having heard of the NCTE resolution, have told them that they can not teach grammar!

The current focus on “standards” has resulted in the return of grammar to our classrooms, but what is returning is a mishmash of traditional and other grammars, none of which will be effective for the simple reason that they teach terminology and never even try to teach students how to analyze and intelligently discuss the sentences that they themselves read and write. 
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