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When the subject of fragments crops up in the composition classroom, teachers often follow a standard instructional route offered in many textbooks. That is, they begin by explaining the basic requirements of a complete sentence, the subject and predicate. Then, perhaps, they assign exercises which help students to distinguish between sentences and fragments, those sentence-level errors which, as most students know, can incur inordinately heavy penalties. Fragments are indeed costly mistakes in freshman themes, and some instructors can even quantify the cost. "No paper can get a passing grade if it has more than three fragments," or "each fragment lowers the grade one letter," and so on.
However, as I intend to demonstrate, lumping all varieties of fragments together in this manner is both an overly harsh and also a potentially destructive reaction. Moreover, the usual instructional sequence for remedying fragments, as suggested above, is a particularly ineffective way to proceed because the "fragment" label is at best a blanket term for several kinds of sentence errors that ought not to be equated. Further, if we don't make distinctions among the various kinds of incomplete sentences and don't offer appropriately different instruction, we may well be inhibiting the development of a late-blooming syntactic structure in student writing, a structure regarded by Francis Christensen and others as characteristic of mature writing.


However, before we can proceed, it is necessary first to differentiate among the varieties of fragments that exist. Although a great deal of work remains to be done, particularly in analyzing the types of fragments produced by student writers at various stages of their development, Charles R. Kline, Jr., and W. Dean Memering have already identified several kinds which appear in published prose, in their study, "Formal Fragments: The English Minor Sentence," Research in the Teaching of English, 11 (Fall, 1977), 97-110. One variety not found in formal writing is the broken sentence, described by  Kline and Memering as "fragmented, discontinuous, and/or noncontinuous thought . . . " which does not "express a complete idea or complete a previously stated idea" (p. 108). In these constructions, then, communication is incomplete and confusing, as in a typical student example I saw recently:

In a little nightclub in Louisville, a couple of my friends, Rick and Lon, the duo who were providing the entertainment that night for the club. Rick plays an organ with three synthesizers included.

If we join the broken sentence, the first one, to the second sentence, the thought is not completed and the broken sentence does not become any clearer. Kline and Memering, having found no examples of such broken sentences in formal writing, conclude that this type of construction is always an error, a judgment with which teachers of writing can easily concur.


In contrast to the broken sentence, however, Kline and Memering offer the minor sentence, a category which includes sentences that do express a complete idea or that complete a previously stated idea (though these constructions may lack one or more of the items typically present in an English sentence). Included here, for example, are the comparative (e.g., She invited everyone. The more, the merrier.) and the short answer to a rhetorical question (e.g., Is plagiarism excusable? Never.). Kline and Memering describe other types of minor sentences, but my particular interest here is a kind of fragment which appears frequently in students' writing and which can be considered as a variety of minor sentence, though it does not neatly fit into Kline and Memering's classifications. This type, caused by a misplaced period, is a phrase or clause that has become separated from the main or base clause which either precedes or follows it, as in these student examples:

She had a very funny look on her face. As if she was scared and just wanted to be left alone.

or

With my brother standing by my side, I reached for the pot handle.

Stretching way too much.

These kinds of sentences should look fairly familiar because my sampling of student fragments indicates that, by a huge majority, they are the most frequent type found in the themes of college freshmen.


Viewed in light of Kline and Memering's study, these cases of the misplaced period are not errors, because such constructions are found in formal writing and are, in fact, "a stylistic feature of many writers" (p. 109). In response, some teachers will argue that students still ought to know the rules of the complete--or major sentence--before breaking them. True enough, and we ought to help students distinguish between major and minor sentences. But my point is that we also ought to be particularly gentle in reacting to cases of misplaced periods because many of them are likely to be early appearances of a late blooming syntactic structure, a structure described in Christensen's system as the final free modifier. Moreover, to nurture the development of such budding structures, we also need to offer some appropriate instruction which is not merely an avoidance tactic.


In Christensen's system of sentence construction, these final free modifiers include all nonessential phrases and clauses set off by commas (or other punctuation) at the end of the sentence, after the bound predicate. The varieties of final free modifiers specified in Christensen's work are nonessential prepositional phrases; relative and subordinate clauses; nominative absolutes; and noun, verb, adjectival, and adverbial phrases. 1  A typical sentence containing a final free modifier is the following one by John Steinbeck, a sentence Christensen uses in an exercise in The New Rhetoric:
His hands were hard, with broad fingers and nails as thick and ridged as little clam shells. (p. 51)

A few student examples of final free modifiers, though fragmented because

of misplaced periods, are as follows:

Her arms were long and small, but there was strength in them. Hands rough and calloused from long hard hours of work.







or

The story hinged on growing up and only wandered off twice. Once in the beginning when he told about where he lived and then again when

they constructed a dam.


As yet, we cannot state with absolute certainty that final free modifiers are late blooming structures, but what evidence we have does point firmly in that direction. In "Early Blooming and Late Blooming Syntactic Structures," Kellogg Hunt has isolated one particular type of free modifier, the verb phrase, as a structure which was produced by "9 out of 10 university students studied . . . , whereas only 1 out of 10 twelfth graders had done so." Some examples of this construction in the sentences of university students included in Hunt's article are as follows:

He caught the chicken, planning to eat it the next morning, and placed it in a pen located below his window.

and

The old man caught the chicken and put her in a pen under his window

planning to eat the chicken for breakfast the next morning. 2

As Hunt's T-unit analysis does not depend on the position of the structure in the sentence, we do not know how many were in the final position and how many were in the initial or medial position. However, Christensen did sort out the position of free modifiers when he analyzed the prose of six published authors, and he concluded that "a mature style will have a relatively high frequency of free modifiers, especially in the final position" ("The Problem of Defining a Mature Style," p. 579).


Several subsequent studies have confirmed the corollary to Christensen's conclusion, that college students do not use free modifiers as frequently as professional writers do, and use final free modifiers hardly at all. In one of these studies, conducted by Anthony Wolk,3 college composition students counted the frequency and location of free modifiers both in current professional expository writing and in their own prose. The data they collected support Christensen's findings rather closely (see Table 1), as do the results of Wolk's own analysis of twelve current essays of professional writers. Like Christensen, Wolk concluded that "the free modifier separates student from professional and the final free modifier more so" (p. 67). In another study, an extensive and detailed analysis of the syntax of student and professional writers, Ann Gebhard offered further confirmation of this particular characteristic of the sentences of skilled or mature writers; and lest there be any doubters still among us, Lester Faigley compared sentences in freshman essays to those of some writers included in a popular anthology of readings for college composition classes. 4 Again, as we see in Table 1, student sentences were noticeably deficient in the use of free or loose modification, particularly as additional structures after the bound modifiers.

[I can’t get the table to copy in Word or rft.  I’ll bring a copy of it class tomorrow. ] 

Searching for reasons why student writers tend not to put loose modification at the end of the sentence, Christensen concluded that English teachers contribute to the tendency because they stress the use of initial free modification as the road to instant sentence maturity. Having noted the composition teacher's infatuation with sentence openers, Christensen also pointed out that a prolific use of such structures at the beginning of the sentence did not match the reality he found in the sentences of professional writers.5 The point is reiterated in a prefatory note to his text, A New Rhetoric, for we are told that "modern writers have given us teachers of composition the slip. . . .While we urge variety in sentence beginnings (and get dangling modifiers), they put sentence modification at the end" (p. xvi). This English teacher's preference for initial modification is apparently still with us, as Faigley reports on having heard a speaker at a national conference of English teachers expound on the merits of using "frequent introductory subordinate ideas" (p. 20). And as we see from the numbers in Table 1, students do attempt to please their teachers, because the overwhelming tendency in the student writing analyzed was to put free modification before the main clause. Interestingly enough, Gebhard's comment in her study was that it was the poorer students who were most prone to following their teachers' suggestion to employ more phrases and clauses before the subject as sentence beginnings (p. 230). Similarly, as Hunt concluded when he noted that adverb clauses in the initial position were preferred more strongly by fourth-graders than by eighth- or twelfth-graders, a preference for such clauses at the beginning of the sentence can hardly be a mark of maturity. 


While an English teacher's preference for sentence openers can cause students to shift modification to the initial position, the other probable cause of the noticeable lack of final free modifiers in student writing is, as suggested above, that such modifiers are late blooming structures. Yet, inadvertently, we trample on the faltering attempts of students to tryout these structures before they are completely under control. Rather than risk a blow to their grade point averages, many students in composition classes probably opt not to experiment. For example, at the end of his study, Wolk reported the comment of a graduate student instructor who "had made such a negative point about run-on sentences that his students had taken the safest way out and avoided most modification after the base clause-and so, fewer F[inal] F[ree] M[odifiers]s" (p. 68).


An equally important reason for students' hesitation, however, may be that incorrect punctuation of these loose modifiers can also lead the student to the equally deadly error, the fragment. That mispunctuated final free modifiers are indeed a frequent cause of student fragments is not a hypothesis I set out to verify, but was instead a somewhat surprising finding from an analysis of fragments that I undertook as preparation for materials development work in our writing lab. Like most labs we have gone from the initial stage of writing instructional materials based on text book advice to a more advanced stage of realizing that such text book advice frequently does not match the reality we deal with in tutorials. Thus, after discarding the materials on fragments developed during the first few semesters of our existence, we were faced with the need to analyze the real fragments students write, fragments too often unlike anything in the text book examples. To do so, we collected one hundred fragments from a random assortment of papers that, over a period of several years, had accompanied students to the lab from freshman composition courses. Table 2 summarizes the types of fragments we found.

Table 2

Analysis of 100 Student Fragments

A. Broken Sentences 

10

B. Misplaced periods:




1. Initial
7

2. Final:

a. Bound 
26

b. Free
57

As Table 2 indicates, the first major division was the separation of broken

sentences from "misplaced periods," those pieces of sentences which got detached from their base clauses by inappropriate insertions of periods. The overwhelming majority of the fragments we collected turned out to be cases of the misplaced period. Of these, seven (7%) were phrases or clauses that should have preceded the base clause of the sentence (e.g., "And when I turned and looked at her. There were tears in her eyes, when she said that he had died."). This meant that 83% of the fragments were modifying phrases and clauses which should have been included after the base clause. Of this group, 26% were in Christensen's terms "bound modifiers," primarily subordinate clauses at the ends of the sentences (e.g., "Playboy has a reputation for getting a sophisticated and elite group of readers. Although this is a value judgment and in some circumstances, not a true premise."). The most interesting result, in light of the research studies mentioned earlier, is that of 100 randomly collected fragments, 57 would, if properly joined to the base clause with a comma or dash instead of a period, be considered final free modifiers. Of these, 24 were noun phrases (e.g., "I believe that the author is trying to convey the meaning of life to the reader. A sense of purpose and fulfillment to life."), 12 were nominative absolutes (e.g., "The story appealed to your sense of nostalgia and proved a point. The point being that at maturity we have to fit into a style and become responsible"), and 9 were verb phrases (e.g., "She opened the door and let us into her home. Not realizing at the time that we would never enter that door in her home again."). A recurring aspect of these final free modifier fragments, though I am not able to explain how or why it contributes to the problem, was that in 24 of the 57 cases, some element of the final free modifier was compounded. For example, the head noun of the noun phrase was frequently compounded:

The less pleasant things in the room are against the east wall. The books from my classes and the alarm that awakes me early in the morning.

The verbid from the verb phrase was also likely to be compounded:

She was a constant aggravation to the men. Leaving her door slightly ajar

and standing naked to be seen.

Given this likelihood that students will try some loose modification at the ends of their sentences, though without complete control over these structures, what ought we do or not do? If we accept Christensen's description of mature writing, we ought not to push students into overusing sentence openers. We also ought not to treat fragmented free modifiers as serious errors, particularly in view of recent reminders that it may possibly be dysfunctional or an "arbitrary constraint upon the writer" not to allow him or her some freedom to make errors while learning. 7 To assist students in acquiring a firmer control of final free modifiers, we can of course turn to sentence combining techniques or to Christensen's program. But even if we decide not to use these approaches to sentence building, we can also help students use final free modifiers more confidently by explaining the punctuation needed. Some teachers, like Lester Faigley, grow irritable when told (especially by colleagues in other departments) that our job as teachers of writing is to teach freshmen "how to spell and where to put their commas" (p. 18). Since Faigley's interest is to help his students achieve syntactic maturity by increased use of final free modifiers, the correct use of the comma does turn out to be necessary if students are to avoid fragments and/or rid themselves of the fear of writing fragments. Or, we can work with such punctuation problems in terms of why and how they create difficulties for the reader. As Linda Flower has pointed out, in her work on Writer-Based vs. Reader-Based prose, the problem with such fragments is that they can cause the reader difficulty when they violate both the reader's intonation pattern and strong structural expectations as he or she attempts to read such a fragment as an introductory clause for the next sentence.8 Seen from this perspective, such fragments are but one more characteristic of Writer-Based prose which does not take the needs of the reader into consideration, and could then be dealt with when examining ways to turn Writer-Based prose into Reader-Based prose.


Thus whatever sequence of instruction or pedagogy we use, it is bound to

produce more useful insights for ourselves and our students than the typical handbook injunction: "Fragments usually reflect incomplete and sometimes confused thinking."9 To return to the botanical metaphor suggested by Hunt's terminology, distinguishing for ourselves and our students the various types of fragments might allow us to stand back more willingly, to let the natural growth of late blooming structures occur and not to stamp out every budding shoot which doesn't instantly appear in full flower.

Notes


1. See, for example, Christensen's 'The Problem of Defining a Mature Style," English Journal, 57 (April, 1968), 572-79, or A New Rhetoric (New York: Harper and Row, 1976).


2. In Evaluating Writing, ed. Charles R. Cooper and Lee Odell (Urbana, Illinois: National

Council of Teachers of English, 1977), p. 100.


3. Anthony Wolk, "The Relative Importance of the Final Free Modifier: A Quantitative

Analysis," Research in the Teaching of English, 4 (Spring 1970), 59-68.


4. Ann Gebhard, "Writing Quality and Syntax: A Transformational Analysis of Three Prose Samples," Research in the Teaching of English, 12 (October, 1978), 211-31; Lester Faigley,

"Another Look at Sentences," Freshman English News, 7, No.3 (Winter, 1979), 18-21.


5. Francis Christensen, "Sentence Openers," College English, 25 (October, 1963),7-11.


6. Kellogg Hunt, Grammatical Structures Written at Three Grade Levels (Champaign, Illinois:  National Council of Teachers of English, 1965), p. 82.


7. Julia S. Falk, "Language Acquisition and the Teaching and Learning of Writing," College English, 41 (December, 1979),441; Mike Rose, "Rigid Rules, Inflexible Plans, and the Stifling of Language," in the UCLA Writing Research Project Working Papers, Vol. I (Los Angeles: UCLA Office of Undergraduate Affairs, 1979), p. 107; or CCC, 31 (December, 1980), 389-401.


8. Linda Flower, "Writer-Based Prose: A Cognitive Basis for Problems in Writing," College

English, 41 (September, 1979), 32.


9. Floyd Watkins, et al., Practical English Handbook (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974), p. 1. I am not singling out this particular book, a highly useful, widely used handbook; I cite it because, like many other teachers of writing, I refer to it often and keep it close at hand.
