


















































172 + Teaching the Universe of Discourse

failed to discriminate among constructions that have very differ-
ent effects for style and readability. Thus Hunt and Mellon do
seem to imply that long clauses represent maturer writing,
whereas, Christensen points out, some of these long clauses
contain construction like appositives and absolutes that should
not be included in the wordage count of the clause. Christensen
argues that, because they make a rhetorical difference, all gram-
matically “loose or additive or unessential or nonrestrictive”
constructions — all “free modifiers” — should be classified
separately from the clauses they modify. Accordingly, Chris-
tensen claims that the sentences of the best writers will yield,
by his analysis, a smaller wordage count per clause. The sort of
distinction ignored by the analysis of Hunt and Mellon is illus-
trated, Christensen says, by the following two sentences:

The very hallmark of jargon is the long noun phrase — the
long noun phrase as subject and the long noun phrase as
complement, the two coupled by a minimal verb.

and

The very hallmark of jargon is the long noun phrase as sub-
ject coupled by a minimal verb to the long noun phrase as
complement,

The conclusion of Christensen’s argument is that the natural
growth toward long clauses, especially noun clauses, should not
be fostered, as Mellon tried to do, but rather that the twig should
be bent. “Maybe the kids are headed in the wrong direction.”'*
But I think Christensen fails here to allow for the dynamics of
language growth. He is assuming that instruction can short-cut
development, so that, for example, a student can be deflected
from relative clauses to appositives, or from adverbial clauses to
absolutes. But children’s sentences must grow rank before they
can be trimmed. Although I cannot cite evidence to prove this
point, I feel certain from studying children’s writing that they
have to spin out long clauses before they can learn to reduce

14 Tbid., p. 575.


















































