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22  Parallel Structure 
 

According to a College Board survey, the three things that bother college English 
teachers the most are comma mistakes, agreement issues, and lack of parallel 
structure.  Actually, the three things would be low pay, high workload, and 
trouble finding parking on campus.  But problems with parallel structure would 
be up there. 
 
Parallel structure refers to the need to express parallel ideas in the same 
grammatical form.  There are three areas where this becomes a problem:  
coordinated ideas, instances of comparison and contrast, and correlative 
constructions. 
 
Coordinated ideas are of equal rank and connected with a coordinate 
conjunction.  They may be in pairs or in a series.  Ideally, a part of speech is 
paired with a similar part of speech, a phrase with a phrase, and a clause with a 
clause.  Here’s a naughty sentence with a compound direct object consisting of a 
noun (view) and a gerund (walking).   
 

Tourists enjoy the view from Diamond Head and walking around Chinatown. 
 
A better sentence would be 
 

Tourists enjoy viewing the island from atop Diamond Head  
and walking around Waikiki. 

 
Parallel structure flaws become more difficult to discern in longer sentences.  The 
following example has a compound predicate nominative consisting of a noun 
and a couple of awkward clauses: 
 
The handbook’s revisions this year are a less humane uniform, they’re banning 
sex on and off campus, and students would be executed for excessive tardies. 

 
Instead, write something like this, with parallel predicate nominatives: 
 
The handbook’s revisions this year are the creation of a less humane uniform, a 

ban on sex on and off campus, and execution for excessive tardies. 
 

Instances of comparison and contrast follow the same rules, but the 
structure is a little different.  They often involve the subordinate conjunction as 
or than.  Following is a flawed sentence—to read (infinitive) and ramming 
(gerund) are not parallel: 
 
Slagel likes to read poetry more than ramming fistfuls of math down his throat. 

 
Now they are: 

 
Slagel likes reading poetry more than ramming fistfuls of math down his throat. 

 
Here’s another loser:   
 

The students in Arkansas aren’t as Hawaiian as Kamehameha. 
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We’re comparing students with Kamehameha.  There are several ways to fix this. 
 

The students in Arkansas aren’t as Hawaiian as Kamehameha’s students. 
 

Arkansas’s students aren’t as Hawaiian as Kamehameha’s. 
 

The students in Arkansas aren’t as Hawaiian as those at Kamehameha. 
 

The conjunctions as and than also create another problem.  Which of these 
sentences is correct? 

Mrs. Slagel loves Hastings more than I. 
 

Mrs. Slagel loves Hastings more than me. 
 

It turns out both are correct.  The first one says Mrs. Slagel loves Hastings more than 
I (love Hastings).  The second one says Mrs. Slagel loves Hastings more than (she 
loves) me.  We call these freaks of grammar elliptical clauses, a special type of 
adverb clause.  Ellipsis means to omit something.  In this case, we’re apparently 
omitting logic. 
 
By the way, the sentences are blatant lies.  Everyone loves everyone equally at 
the Slagel home.  Love, love, love.   Let’s move on. 
 

 
 

Mrs. Slagel loves Hastings more than I?  More than me?  Either way, I’m sad. 
 
 Correlative constructions use the correlative conjunctions both . . . and, 
either . . . or, and not only . . . but also.  They, too, should be parallel in form.  The 
easiest way of assuring this is to see that whatever part of speech, phrase, or 
clause follows the first part of the conjunction (say, either) must follow the second 
part (say, or). 
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Take a look at this turkey:   
 
A student must not only respect his favorite teachers but the faculty as a whole. 

 
It’s a wonderful thought, probably worth tattooing on your chest, but it’s wrong.  
The verb respect follows not only and the direct object faculty follows the but.  Try 
this instead. 
 

A student must respect not only his favorite teachers  
but the faculty as a whole. 

 
A student must not only respect his favorite teachers  

but respect the faculty as a whole. 
 

Both versions are correct, and each has a slightly different tone.  The first one is 
more straight-forward and efficient.  The second one repeats the verb respect, 
establishing a cadence and emphasis.  The first one is informative; the second one 
is a little more scolding.  These are the nuances you can now appreciate, I’m 
hoping. 
 
 

 
 

 
Odell couldn’t find Parallel Structure with two paws and a map.   

It’s that hard. 


