From: Martha Kolln, Rhetorical Grammar, 2007
PARALLEL STRUCTURE
One of the most important lessons to be learned about coordination is the concept of parallel structure. A coordinate structure is parallel only when the two parts are of the same form. And the parallel structure is an effective one—and this feature is just as important—only when the two ideas are equal, when they belong together. Here, for example, is a compound structure that is unparallel in form:

*My new exercise program and going on a strict diet will give me a new shape before bikini season.


My new exercise program




and


will give me…


going on a strict diet

The first one (My new exercise program) is a noun phrase in form; the second (going on a strict diet) is a verb phrase, a gerund. (Gerund is the label we give an –ing verb when it is used as a noun.) In this case the ideas are equal, so in that sense they belong together. But for the sentence to be grammatical, the two parts of the compound must be the same form:

My new exercise program and a strict diet (NP + NP)


Sticking to my exercise program and going on a diet (VP + VP)


In the case of correlative conjunctions, the problem of unparallel structure is usually easy to spot and easy to fix: It’s a matter of paying attention to the conjunctions. Either signals that or is on the way—and your reader knows it! Just be sure that the same form follows both parts of the correlative, because that’s what the reader is expecting. The writer of the following sentence suffered a lapse in attention:


*I will either take the train or the bus.
Here we have a verb phrase (take the train) connected to  noun phrase (the bus). To connect this unparallel structure, simply move either:

I will either the train or the bus.
You may be thinking that these incorrect sentences seem perfectly normal—like sentences you say every day. And you’re right—they do sound normal. We use sentences like these in our conversations all the time—and no one accuses us of being ungrammatical. But writing is different. We want to be as precise and effective as possible. And as writers, we have a second (and third and fourth!) chance to improve our sentences. We don’t have to show that first draft to anyone. Sentences with unparallel features like these can always be improved.


In sentences with compound predicates, unparallel verb forms can sometimes produce a kind of fuzziness. Notice in the following sentence that only one of the two verbs includes an auxiliary:

Experts in sports medicine emphasize the importance of water intake and are               recommending a half-ounce per day for every pound of body weight.

A related source of fuzziness can occur in the compound sentence. The previous example could easily be turned into a compound sentence with the simple addition of a second subject:


Experts in sports medicine emphasize the importance of water intake








,and


they are recommending a half-ounce per day from every pound of body weight.
The sentence is now parallel in form. But a question remains: Are the two ideas parallel? Do they belong together as equal partners? (And remember, that’s what the message of and is: “These two structures are equal partners.”)

Exercise:

Revise the following sentences, paying particular attention to the unparallel structures.

1. I can’t decide which activity I prefer: to swim at the shore in July, when the sand is warm, or jogging along country roads in October, when the autumn leaves are at their colorful best.

2. The Baltimore Orioles’ stadium at Camden Yards has all the virtues of the beloved ballparks of another era and is in the great tradition of classic baseball architecture.

3. I neither enjoy flying across the country nor particularly want to take the train.
4. The movie’s starting time and whether we could afford the tickets were both more important to us than were the opinions of the reviewers.

5. Denny lost weight very slowly but said he didn’t want to try the new diet drugs.

6. Bowling, like other sports, requires physical exertion and is the number one participation sport in the country.

7. I almost never watch television: There is either nothing on that appeals to me, or the picture disappears at a crucial moment.

8. Blue whales are the largest of all animals and up to 80 percent of them congregate seasonally in Antarctic waters. 

