Grammar/Syntax Lesson—9th Grade

The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher, Lewis Thomas

Arrangement of Syntactical Elements and Connection to Meaning

Objectives:
· The student will identify periodic and cumulative sentences and connect their use to purpose and rhetorical effect.

· The student will imitate the syntactical patterns of an author by following the patterns of his sentences and writing original grammatical structures.

	A loose or cumulative sentence makes complete sense if brought to a close before the actual ending.  

A periodic sentence makes sense fully only when the end of the sentence is reached.




The passage contains four cumulative sentences—these sentences make complete sense if brought to a close before the actual ending.  These cumulative sentences open with the independent clause. 

1.“A gallery in New York exhibited a collection…” (independent clause)

· “of two million live army ants”—----prepositional phrase
· “on loan”---------------------------prepositional phrase
· “from Central America”------------ prepositional phrase
· “in a one-colony show”--------------prepositional phrase
· “entitled “Patterns and Structures”—participial phrase
Rewrite this sentence, making it periodic rather than cumulative.

What is the rhetorical effect of changing the sentence from cumulative to periodic?

2.“They were displayed…” (independent clause)

· “on sand”---------------------------prepositional phrase
· “in a huge square bin”---------------prepositional phrase
· “walled by plastic sides high enough”participle plus prep. phrase
· “to prevent them”-------------------infinitive phrase
· “from crawling over and out”--------prepositional phrase with gerund
· “into Manhattan”--------------------prepositional phrase
Rewrite the sentence.  Keep the independent clause the same, but for the first two prepositional phrases substitute your own prepositional phrases.  Then add a new participle plus prepositional phrase, a new infinitive phrase, a new prepositional phrase with gerund, and a final prepositional phrase.

(Example: They were displayed in broad daylight in an orderly way, enclosed in a large container large enough to accommodate them by keeping them there in the city.

3.“I can imagine the people…” (independent clause)

· “moving around the edges”---------participle plus prepositional phrase
· “of the plastic barrier”--------------prepositional phrase
· “touching shoulder to shoulder”-----participial phrase
· “sometimes touching hands”--------participial phrase
· “exchanging bits of information”----participial phrase
· “nodding”--------------------------participle
· “smiling sometimes”----------------participle plus adverb
· “prepared as New Yorkers--------participle plus dependent clause
always are”

· “to take flight”---------------------infinitive phrase
· “at a moment’s notice”-------------prepositional phrase
· “their mitochondria fully------------absolute phrase
stoked and steaming”

Rewrite the sentence, keeping the same sentence except for the dependent clause and absolute phrase at the end.  Write your own dependent clause and absolute phrase.

4.“They move in orderly lines…” (independent clause)

· “around the box”-------------------prepositional phrase
· “crowding one another precisely”---participial phrase
· “without injury”---------------------prepositional phrase
· “peering down”---------------------participle plus adverb
· “nodding and then backing off”------two participles
· “to let new people in”---------------infinitive phrase
Rewrite the sentence, changing the independent clause only.  Make sure your clause fits the meaning of the rest of the sentence.

After the four cumulative sentences, the passage ends with a periodic sentence (the next to last sentence).  A periodic sentence makes sense fully only when the end of the sentence is reached—the independent clause is by the period.

· “seen from a distance”--------------participial phrase
· “clustered densely around-----------participial phrase with prepositional phrase
the white plastic box”

· “containing the long serpentine-------participial phrase with prep. phrase
lines of army ants”

· “turning to each other----------------two participles in a participial phrase
and murmuring repetitively”

· “they seem an absolute marvel.”-----INDEPENDENT CLAUSE
Rewrite the sentence.  Change the independent clause to “I am an absolute marvel.”  Precede this clause with the four grammatical structures described above, but instead of describing the New Yorkers, these words and  phrases will describe YOU.

(This sentence may be written in the form of a poem.  Let the students experiment with line length and punctuation, and have them title their poem.)

Students should write one or two sentences connecting the structure of the cumulative sentences to the author’s overall meaning and one or two sentences connecting the one periodic sentence to meaning.

Suggested answer: The cumulative sentences pile on details, mirroring the pattern of the ants and the pattern of the humans.  The ants and the people move constantly in a random sort of order.  The one periodic sentence at the end builds up to the main point, that ants and humans both “seem an absolute marvel.”

