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DOUGLASCOLLEGE

Learning Centre

PARALLELISM

Using parallelism helps to reduce repetition in writing, so it is very useful for
writers. However, it is easy to have faulty (bad) parallelism. In this handout, you
will learn how to create parallelism, how to recognize faulty parallelism, and how
to correct faulty parallelism when proofreading your writing.

When we join a list of two or more things in a sentence with and, but, or or, we
need to make sure that the elements in the list are parallel. Parallel, in this
sense, means balanced or equal. Items in a list need to be parallel in both
grammar and function.

Parallel Grammar

The grammar of the listed elements must be parallel. For example, you can join
nouns to nouns, adjectives to adjectives, prepositional phrases to prepositional
phrases, or clauses to clauses, but you cannot join nouns to adjectives, or
phrases to clauses.

Parallel:

¢ Heistired, lonely, and hungry. (adjectives are joined to adjectives)

¢ Hetook a book, a pen and, a pad of paper. (nouns are joined to nouns)

¢ She walked to the skytrain, bought a ticket, and got on the westbound train. (verb +
noun is joined to verb + noun)

Not Parallel:

¢ Heistired, lonely, and in a hurry. (tired and lonely are adjectives, but in a hurry
is a prepositional phrase)

¢ Hetook a book, a pen, and wrote. (book and pen are nouns, but wrote is a verb.

¢ She walked to the skytrain, bought a ticket, and she got on the westbound train.
(walked to the skytrain and bought a ticket are verb + noun, but she got on the
westbound train is a clause)
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Parallel Function

The function of the elements must also be parallel. For example, you can join
physical description to physical description, but you generally cannot join
physical description to feelings.

Parallel:

¢ You can get cell phones in red, blue, green, and black. (all are colours)
¢ Maria likes milk, loves tea, and hates coffee. (all describe emotions about food)
¢  They took vegetables, meat, and fruit on the camping trip. (all types of food)

Not Parallel:

¢ You can get cell phones in red, blue, shiny, and black. (red, blue, and black are
colours, but shiny describes a different aspect of the phone)

¢ Maria likes milk, loves tea, hates coffee, and sings love songs. (likes milk, loves tea,
and hates coffee are all emotions about food, but sings love songs is an action)

¢  They took vegetables, meat, and three green apples on the camping trip.
(vegetables and meat are general food categories, but three green apples is
very specific)

Exercise 1: Identifying Non-Parallel Elements

In each of the following lists, one element does not fit with the others. Circle the
non-parallel element.

Example:

a) a tall building b) a huge park C c¢) a friend of mine

1. a) on the sidewalk b) under the tree ¢) my house
2. a) a hamburger b) french fries c) lots of fun

3. a)towash the dishes b) cleaning the bathroom ¢) to vacuum the carpet

4. a) he called his sister  b) he went home c) determination to do the right thing
5. a)easily b) noiselessly c¢) without looking
6. a)anger b) social ¢) emotional
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Exercise 2: Identifying Parallel Elements in Sentences

In the following sentences, underline the parallel elements. Draw two parallel
lines like this (//) where the parallelism begins and ends.

Example:
Most offices have // photocopiers, fax machines and computers // for their employees to
use.

1. Employees use computers to write letters, keep records, calculate
expenses, and do payroll.

2. Computers are useful, but frustrating, tools.

3. Unfortunately, computers cannot think the way humans do, and humans
cannot think the way computers do.

4. Companies complain that computers are expensive to purchase and to
maintain, but they also note that computers are necessary for the modern
office.

5. Infact, both employees and employers seem to love and hate computers
with equal passion.

6. Despite this ambivalence, computers are used in the offices of travel
agencies, manufacturing plants, department stores, and government
agencies.

Exercise 3: Identifying Parallelism in the Real World

Look in a college textbook, a newspaper, or a magazine and find sentences that
show examples of parallelism. Write 3 of those sentences below. As in the
exercise above, underline the parallel elements and mark where the parallelism
begins and ends.

1.
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Continued from page 3

Exercise 4: Identifying Parallel and Non-Parallel Elements

Underline the parallel elements in the following sentences. Mark the beginning of
the parallelism with //. Circle elements in lists that are not parallel. Write “P”
beside sentences with good parallelism and “F” beside sentences with faulty
parallelism.

Example:
_F_Urban wildlife includes animals like // raccoons, skunks, and \pigger animals
1. __ Raccoons like to forage for garbage at night, play on city streets at

dusk, and during the day they sleep.

2. ____ Many people think urban wildlife is a problem, but others believe we
should protect these animals.

3. ___ Araccoon can be recognized by its black facial mask, ringed tail and its
thick black coat.

4. __ Raccoons are insatiably curious, extremely intelligent, and love shiny

objects.
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Continued from page 4

5.  __ These animals are so clever that they wash or wipe their food before
eating it.

6. __ They eatinsects, fruit, and garbage in the city.

7. ___ Inthe wild, they prefer to eat frogs, fish, and shellfish.

8. ___ From November to January, a raccoon will find an abandoned building

building, hollow tree, or a bush to shelter from the cold.
9. __ Raccoon kittens are born in spring, April, or May.
10. _ The young are nursed for four months and spend their first year with

their mothers.

Exercise 5: Completing Lists with Parallel Elements

Fill in the blanks in the following sentences with elements that are parallel to the
italicized parts.

Example:
College students are busy people. They take courses and often too.

Taking a writing course involves listening to lectures and

Writing instructors expect students to do research and

1
2
3. In many science courses, students write lab reports and
4

Language learning courses involve the memorization of new vocabulary and

5. A great part of student life is the opportunity to meet other people. Students

meet new people in the cafeteria, at sporting events, and

6. Friends and can be very important support networks for

students who are taking courses in college.

7. Some students like to study with others in study groups, but

8. College life is stressful but
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Continued from page 5

9. One student quit college because she had no money and

10. Another student reported that at college she learned how to study, how to
think, and

Exercise 6: Writing Sentences Using Parallelism

Write one sentence which answers each of the following questions. Be sure to
include a list of at least 3 parallel elements in each sentence. Underline the
parallel elements and put two parallel lines at the beginning and end of the
parallel sections as in Exercise 2.

1. What do you like to do in your free time?

In my free time, | like to ...

2.  Why do students go to college?
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Continued from page 6

3.  How can a new student in town find an apartment?

4. Describe one of your favorite places.

Exercise 7: Sentence Combining

Combine each of the following groups of short sentences into one long sentence
which uses parallel form.

1. Successful students usually have clear goals.
Successful students usually have good basic skills.
Successful students usually have strong determination.

2.  When listening to lectures, a college student must think about what he
hears.
When listening to lectures, a college student must judge what is important.

When listening to lectures, a college student must take notes of what he
needs to remember.
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Continued from page 7

3.  Writing a good essay involves pre-writing.
Writing a good essay involves outlining.
Writing a good essay involves drafting.
Writing a good essay involves editing.
Writing a good essay involves proofreading.

Solving Parallelism Problems

So far in this handout, you have learned about basic issues around parallelism.
You have practiced recognizing and writing basic parallel structures. You have
also practiced recognizing faulty parallelism. However, sometimes it can be hard
to put items into a parallel list. For example, if you want to describe a person you
know, you may think of adjectives like friendly, kind, and intelligent. However, you
may want to say something about the person’s appearance. You may want to
say she is tall and has red hair. So, how can these various things be combined
using parallelism? This section suggests strategies to deal with such difficult
situations.

Strategy 1: Change parts of speech

One way to solve parallelism problems is to change the different element to a
more similar form. For example, if you want to combine two adjectives and a
noun into a list, one option is to change the part of speech of the noun into the
form of an adjective. To illustrate, if you want to say that a person has red hair
and is tall, you could change “red hair” into an adjective form “red-headed”. Then
your sentence will be parallel. The sentence would read like this:

Karen is // tall and red-headed.

If you have difficulty recognizing or changing word forms, see the Learning
Centre handout VS6.10 “Word Form.”
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Strateqy 2: Start the parallelism sooner

A second way to solve parallelism problems is to start the parallelism sooner.
With the tall and red hair example, you could start the parallelism before the verb.
In this way, you would end up with this sentence:

Karen // is tall and has red hair.
The starting point for the parallelism is now before the verb. Because the most

important grammatical aspect of parallelism is the first word in the parallel
elements, this option works well.

Strateqy 3: Create multiple parallelisms

This strategy involves making more than one parallel list in a sentence. Let’s say
you want to combine the following sentences into one.

Karen is tall.

Karen has red hair.
Karen is beautiful.
Karen has green eyes.
Karen has lovely skin.

* & & o o

In this case, tall and beautiful go together well. Both are attached to the verb “is”
and both are physical descriptions. In the same way, red hair, green eyes, and
lovely skin go together. All three are attached to the verb “has” and all are
physical descriptions. So, you could write a combined sentence like this:

Karen is tall and beautiful, and has red hair, green eyes, and lovely skin.
There are really three parallel lists in this group. The first parallel list is tall and
beautiful; another is red hair, green eyes, and lovely skin. The third list is the two

previous lists combined (is tall and beautiful + has red hair, green eyes, and lovely
skin).
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Exercise 8: Correcting Faulty Parallelism

In this exercise, underline the elements that should be parallel. Then circle the
element that is not parallel. After that, rewrite the sentence to create parallelism.
You will notice that you can create parallelism in a number of different ways.

Example:

Cathy is imaginative, intelligent, and creates things,

1. Peter likes singing, dancing, and to swim in his free time.

2. The winter in Vancouver can be wet, dark, and depresses me.

3. The instructor put words, pictures, and drew charts on the overhead.

4. The ideal conditions for growing tomatoes are spring rain, sun in summer,
and dry weather in fall.

5. Singing in the shower, to camp in the woods, and conversation with her
friends are all things she enjoys.
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Exercise 9: Sentence Combining

Try combining these groups of sentences into one sentence each. These are
more difficult than the sentences you made in Exercise 7. Use the three
strategies described above.

1. Frank loves science fiction movies.
Frank loves adventure movies.
Frank hates comedies.

Frank hates romantic movies.
Frank hates cowboy movies.

2. The psychology instructor explained introversion.
The psychology instructor explained extroversion.
The students asked questions.
The students discussed their personality types.

3. Olivia work on a time-consuming assignment.
The assignment caused difficulty.

4. Fiona worked in Vancouver.
Fiona studied in New Westminster.
Fiona lived in Richmond.
Virginia worked in New Westminster.
Virginia studied in New Westminster.
Virginia lived in New Westminster.
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Continued from page 11

The child is happy.

The child is in good health.
The child lives with his aunt.
The child lives with his cousins.

Proofreading For Parallelism Problems

Parallelism is an issue that should not concern you while you are writing a
paragraph or essay. Instead, you should leave concerns about parallelism until
the editing or proofreading stage of writing. Even very good writers have
parallelism problems in their writing. After they have completed a draft, they need
to go back and check their writing for parallelism problems. These are the steps

to follow:

1. Go through your paper and identify every time the words and, but, or or are
used. Circle them.

2. For each circled word, look for the elements in the list. Underline them and
mark where the parallelism begins and ends.

3. For each list, consider whether all elements are parallel. Consider both
grammar and function.

4. Change faulty parallelism using the three strategies described earlier:

change parts of speech, start the parallelism sooner, or create multiple
parallelism.
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Exercise 10: Editing for Faulty Parallelism

Follow the four steps described above to proofread this paragraph.

The uses humans have for dogs can be classified into two main categories: dogs

as pets and working dogs. Dogs can be wonderful pets. They can be good

companions, they can help keep their owners safe, and they can help keep their

owners healthy. Working dogs are of many types. Some working dogs are guard

dogs who protect businesses and property. Other working dogs are guide dogs

for people who can’t see well or are totally blind. They help their owners to cross

the street safely and happy. Other working dogs are police dogs. They are

trained to track criminals, finding drugs, and find lost objects. Working dogs can

also help farmers, shepherds, and ranchers. They can protect crops, they can

protect other animals, and they can warn their owners about dangerous

situations. Humans are fortunate that dogs exist.
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Reducing Wordiness in Parallelism

Parallelism is used a lot in academic writing to avoid wordiness. However,
parallelism can be either wordy or concise. Look at this wordy example of
parallelism:

The Mayor introduced a new initiative, he introduced a new policy, he requested
Councilors give careful consideration to his ideas, and he requested Councilors
give detailed feedback about his ideas.

Notice how many words are used repeatedly without adding any new information.
Now look at this revised sentence:

The Mayor introduced a new initiative and a new policy and requested
Councilors give careful consideration to and detailed feedback about his ideas.

Look back at the original sentence. Cross out the words that were deleted and
make any changes needed to create the more concise sentence.

Exercise 11: Reducing Wordiness in Parallelism

Look back at the revision of the paragraph about dogs in Exercise 10. Find ways
to make any wordy sentences more concise. Cross out extra words and make
any changes needed.

Exercise 12: Editing Your Own Writing

Choose one of the following topics and write a paragraph about it. Then
proofread your paragraph. Correct any faulty parallelism you find and add
parallelism to make your paragraph less wordy.

¢ Classify the uses of wood
¢ Describe a friend
¢ Describe a trip you’ve taken

Related Learning Centre Handout: VS6.10 Word Form
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PARALLELISM - ANSWER KEY

Exercise 1: Identifying Non-Parallel Elements

1.

a) on the sidewalk b) under the tree @‘ny house

a) a hamburger b) french fries @Iots of fun

a) to wash the dishes Ieaning the bathroom ¢) to vacuum the carpet

a) he called his sister  b) he went home @determination to do the right thing

a) easily b) noiselessly @without looking

angry b) social ¢) emotional

Exercise 2: Identifying Parallel Elements in Sentences

1.

Employees use computers to // write letters, keep records, calculate
expenses, and do payroll.//

Computers are // useful, but frustrating, // tools.

Unfortunately, // computers cannot think the way humans do, and humans
cannot think the way computers do.//

Companies complain that computers are expensive // to purchase and to
maintain, // but they also note that computers are necessary for the modern
office.

In fact, both // employees and employers // seem to // love and hate //
computers with equal passion.

Despite this ambivalence, computers are used in the offices of // travel
agencies, manufacturing plants, department stores, and government

agencies.//
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Exercise 4: Identifying Parallel and Non-Parallel Elements

1.

N

4.

0o =0 e

F_Raccoons like to // forage for garbage at night, play on city streets at
dusk, andduring the day they sleep.

P_ Many people thinkt ildlife is a problem, but others believe we
should protect these animals.

_F A raccoon can be recognized by // its black facial mask,and

its thick black coat.

F Raccoons are // insatiably curious, extremely intelligent, and
ove shiny objects

P_ These animals are so clever that they // wash or wipe their food before
eating it.

P_ They eat // insects, fruit, and garbage in the city.

P__In the wild, they prefer to eat // frogs, fish, and shellfish.

, a raccoon will find an // abandoned
jo shelter from the cold.

g) April, or May.

F From November to Januar
building, hollow tree, o
F Raccoon kittens are born in

10. P The young // are nursed for four months and spend their first year with

their mothers.

Exercise 5: Completing Lists with Parallel Elements

hwn e

10.

Taking a writing course involves listening to lectures and taking notes.
Writing instructors expect students to do research and to write papers.

In many science courses, students write lab reports and research papers.
Language learning courses involve the memorization of new vocabulary and
the learning of grammar rules.

A great part of student life is the opportunity to meet other people. Students
meet new people in the cafeteria, at sporting events, and in classes.

Friends and family can be very important support networks for students who
are taking courses in college.

Some students like to study with others in study groups, but some students like to
study alone.

College life is stressful but often enjoyable.

One student quit college because she had no money and she had no friends.
Another student reported that at college she learned how to study, how to
think, and how to read
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Exercise 6: Writing Sentences Using Parallelism

Answers will differ. These are examples.

1.

What do you like to do in your free time?

In my free time, | like to read, dance and sing.

Why do students go to college?

Students go to college to learn, meet people and get a degree.

How can a new student in town find an apartment?

A new student can find an apartment by looking in the paper, looking at
bulletin boards and asking other people

Describe one of your favorite places.

My favorite place is my room because it is warm, cozy and comfortable.

Exercise 7: Sentence Combining

1.

Successful students usually have clear goals, good basic skills and strong
determination.

When listening to lectures, a college student must think about what he
hears, judge what is important and take notes of what he needs to
remember.

Writing a good essay involves pre-writing, drafting, editing and proofreading

Exercise 8: Correcting Faulty Parallelism

Answers will differ. These are examples.

1.

Peter likes singing, dancing, andn his free time.

Peter likes singing, dancing and swimming in his free time.
The winter in Vancouver can be wet, dark, angd’depresses me:

The winter in Vancouver can be wet, dark and depressing.
The instructor put words, pictures, and on the overhead.

The instructor put words, pictures and charts on the-everhead.
The ideal conditions for growing tomatoes are(sprinq raia, sun in summer,

and dry weather in fall.

The ideal conditions for growing tomatoes are rain in spring, sun in summer

and dry weather in fall.

Singing in the shower, to€amp in the woods) and mmm her

friends are all things she enjoys.
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Continued from page 17

Singing in the shower, camping in the woods and conversing with her
friends are all things she enjoys.

Exercise 9: Sentence Combining

Answers may differ. These are examples.

1. Frank loves science fiction and adventure movies but hates comedies,
romances and westerns.

2. After the instructor explained introversion and extroversion, the students

asked guestions and discussed their personality types.

Olivia worked on a time-consuming and difficult assignment.

4. Fiona worked in Vancouver, studied in New West, and lived in Richmond,
but Virginia worked, studied and lived in New West.

5. The child is happy and healthy, and he lives with his aunt and his cousins.

=

Exercise 10: Proofreading for Faulty Parallelism

The parallelism in this is correct but more parallelism should be used to reduce wordiness.

The uses humans have for dogs can be classified into two main categories:
/ldegs-as—pets pet dogs and working dogs. Dogs can be wonderful pets. // They
can be good companions, they can help keep their owners safe,@ndthey can
help keep their_owners healthy. // Working dogs are of many types. Some
working dogs are guard dogs who //protect businesses (and)property.// Other
working dogs are guide dogs for people who // can’t see well(orare totally blind.//
They help their owners to cross the street // safely(and happy happily.// Other
working dogs are police dogs. They are trained to // track criminals, firding find
dﬂgg,find lost objects.// Working dogs can also help // farmers, shepherds,
@ndranchers.// //[They can protect crops, they can protect other animals,
they can warn their owners about dangerous situations.// Humans are fortunate
that dogs exist.
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