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 The purposes of the study were to determine (i) the effect of mode of discourse, i.e.,
 narration and argument, on the syntactic complexity of compositions written by sixth-,
 tenth-, and twelfth-graders; and (2) whether there were significant differences be-
 tween Grades 6 and o, and between Grades Io and I2 in the syntactic complexity of
 compositions written in each mode. Subjects were 240 students randomly selected
 from four elementary schools and two high schools in Brandon, Manitoba. At each
 grade level, T-unit length in argument was significantly greater than in narration. At
 each grade level, the difference between argument and narration was greater than the
 difference between Grades 6 and 12 in either mode of discourse. In argument, there
 were significant increases in T-unit length between Grades 6 and Io and between
 Grades Io and I2; in narration there was a significant increase between Grades 6 and
 So but not between Grades Io and I2. Implications for research into syntactic
 development are discussed.

 On a concu cette etude dans le but de d&terminer (i) l'effet du mode de discours
 (c'est-A-dire la narration et la discussion) sur la complexit6 syntaxique des redactions
 des etudiants de sixiime, dixieme, et douzieme annie; et (2) de voir s'il y avait des
 diff6rences significatives dans la complexit6 syntaxique des compositions entre la
 sixieme et la dixieme annie et entre la dixitme et la douzieme annie, selon le mode de
 discours utilise. Pour les fins de cette etude, on a choisi au hasard 240 tudiants parmi
 quatre coles elementaires et deux coles secondaires de la ville de Brandon au Mani-
 toba. A chacun des niveaux acadimiques le temps (unit6 "T") necessaire a la discus-
 sion fut significativement plus long que celui de la narration. La difference entre la
 discussion et la narration B l'interieur d'un meme niveau &tait plus grande que la
 diff&rence entre deux niveaux, soit de sixieme et douzieme annie en ce qui a trait aux
 deux formes de discours. Quant a la discussion, le temps n6cessaire (mesur' par
 l'unit6 "T") s'est accru significativement entre les niveaux de sixieme et dixieme annie
 et entre ceux de dixieme et douzieme annie. Quant B la narration, cependant, cet
 accroissement ,trait significatif entre la sixicme et la dixieme annie, mais sans impor-
 tance entre la dixieme et la douzieme annre. On discute enfin des implications de cette
 etude sur la recherche en d6veloppement syntaxique.

 The study of the development of syntactic control in spoken and written
 language has long been of interest to educators and development psy-
 chologists. The study of syntactic development was facilitated by Hunt's
 (1965) development of the T-unit measure, a more useful and more
 reliable measure of syntactic complexity than those previously used
 (Hunt, 1965; O'Donnell, Griffin, & Norris, 1967). A T-unit is a prin-
 cipal clause plus all attached subordinate clauses.

 *This study was supported by a grant from Brandon University Research Fund.
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 Hunt examined the writing of fourth-, eighth-, and twelfth-graders
 and found significant increases in T-unit length from grade to grade.
 Other investigators in widely scattered regions of the United States and
 Canada have replicated the finding that mean T-unit length increases
 with age in written composition (Blount, Johnson, & Fredrick, 1968;
 Braun & Klassen, 1973; Loban, 1976; Stewart & Grobe, in press). Hunt's
 (1965) results have been used as "norms of syntactic development"

 (Mellon, 1969; O'Hare, 1973; Stotsky, 1975).
 Several recent studies have found that syntactic complexity is affected

 by various aspects of the writing assignment such as mode of discourse
 and intended audience (Crowhurst & Piche, 1979; Perron, 1976; Rosen,
 1969; San Jose, 1972). Crowhurst & Piche (1979) had sixth- and tenth-
 graders write in the modes of argument, description, and narration. They
 found significant differences in syntactic complexity between Grades 6
 and Io in the modes of argument and description, but not in narration.
 They found also that, at Grade Io, there was a greater difference in T-
 unit length between those who wrote narrations and those who wrote
 arguments than there was between Grade 6 and Grade i o in any of the
 three modes of discourse, i.e., that the difference in writing task produced
 a greater difference between students in the same grade than was pro-
 duced by a four-year age difference. They drew two conclusions of signi-
 ficance for the study of the development of syntactic skill: (I) While syn-
 tactic complexity increases with age, it may be the case that it does not
 continue to increase in all kinds of writing, e.g., narrative writing, and
 (2) Given the differences in syntactic complexity produced by task vari-
 ables, age norms of syntactic development which take no account of
 differences in the writing task are inadequate.

 The present study was designed to extend and partially replicate Crow-
 hurst & Piche's (i979) study. It examines the effect of two modes of dis-
 course, narration and argument, on the syntactic complexity of composi-
 tions written by sixth-, tenth-, and twelfth-graders. It seeks to determine
 whether there are significant differences within each mode of discourse
 from Grade 6 to Grade Io, from Grade Io to Grade I2, and/or from
 Grade 6 to Grade 12. Narration and argument were chosen since, in the
 earlier study, narration produced the lowest syntactic complexity scores
 and argument the highest.

 METHOD

 Subjects

 The final sample consisted of 40 boys and 40 girls in each of Grades 6,
 io, and I2 (n = 240). Subjects were from two high schools and four
 elementary schools in Brandon, Manitoba, a city of approximately 40,000ooo.
 Students from eight sixth-grade classes (n = 223), eleven tenth-grade
 classes (n = 228), and ten twelfth-grade classes (n = 20o6) were ran-
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 domly assigned to one of the two mode conditions so that there was
 approximately the same number of students writing in each of narration
 and argument in each classroom. All classes in the selected grades at each
 school were involved. Students wrote three times in the assigned mode.
 Of those subjects who completed all assignments, 20 boys and 20 girls
 were randomly selected at each grade level in each mode. The mean age

 of Grade 6 subjects was I2.I; of Grade Io, 16.1; and of Grade 12, 17.9.
 To determine whether the groups of subjects in each of the two modes
 were equivalent on measured syntactic complexity in writing, the "Alu-
 minum" passage (Hunt, 1970) was administered to all students prior to
 beginning data collection. At each grade level, mean T-unit lengths in
 the two modes were approximately equal. Means and standard deviations
 for narration and argument respectively were:

 X = 7.75, SD = 1.83; X = 7.44, SD = 1.59; at Grade 6,
 X = 10.84, SD = 3.23; X = 10.69, SD = 2.64; at Grade 10,

 X = 11.30, SD = 2.07; X = 11.35, SD = 2.03; at Grade 12.

 Materials and Assignments

 Three 35 mm colour slides were used to elicit writing samples, each pic-
 ture representing one topic. Pictorial stimuli were chosen in order to con-
 trol topic across mode. Canoe showed two canoes on a lake in the woods.
 Classroom showed an elementary classroom with a boy about to let fly
 with a rubber band. Whale showed a performing whale in mid-air. Three
 picture-topics were chosen on the assumption that three compositions
 would produce a sample of approximately 400oo words per student, the
 approximate sample size required for reliable calculation of mean T-unit

 length (O'Hare, 1973).
 Printed assignment-instruction sheets were used to minimize both

 teacher effect and cross contamination of the two mode conditions which

 were administered in each classroom in each writing session. The instruc-
 tion for narration assignments was to write an exciting story of about one
 page about the picture. For the argument assignments, students were
 asked to write on a specific subject related to the picture. For Canoe, for
 example, the argument assignment, in abbreviated form, was as follows:

 Your teacher is planning a three-day trip for your class. One possibility is
 the kind of trip suggested by this picture. Decide whether or not you would
 like this kind of trip. Your task is to try to convince your teacher to agree
 with you.

 Packages of assignment booklets for each class were prepared in ad-
 vance. Each booklet consisted of a printed assignment sheet, complete
 with subject's name, stapled to a legal-sized sheet of paper lined on both
 sides. There was a package of assignment booklets for each class for each
 of the three writing sessions.
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 Procedure

 Assignments were administered by the classroom teacher who projected
 the appropriate slide, distributed the assignment booklets, and issued brief,
 standardized instructions in each writing session. Students wrote once a
 week for three weeks in their assigned mode, once on each of the three
 topics. Both mode conditions were administered in each classroom each
 session. The order of topics was randomly assigned to classes. Each writing
 session lasted 40 minutes. The week following the final assignment, make-
 up assignments were given to students who had missed not more than one.

 Scoring and Analysis

 Each composition was segmented into T-units and the mean number of
 words per T-unit was calculated for each composition. Procedures for

 segmenting into T-units were based on those used by O'Hare (1973, PP-
 46-49). Scoring was done by the experimenter and three trained assis-
 tants. Researchers have consistently reported that trained scorers analyze
 into T-units with little or no disagreement about T-unit boundaries
 (O'Donnell et al., 1967, p. 34; Crowhurst & Piche, i979). In the present
 instance, inter-scorer reliability coefficients, calculated after training and
 prior to scoring, ranged from .97 to .99 (p<.ooI for r = .97)-

 Scores on the dependent measure, mean number of words per T-unit
 (W/TU), were analyzed by an ANOVA in a 3(grade) X 2(mode) X
 2 (sex) design. Results were tested for significance at the .05 level.

 Results

 Average total word lengths in grade by mode cells ranged from 556 in
 Grade 6 argument to 725 in Grade io narration. The average sample
 size per student was thus well beyond the 400oo words required for reliable
 calculation of mean T-unit length.

 Mode exerted a significant main effect, F(1,228) = 105.66, p<.ooI.
 Bonferroni t statistics were used to make planned, pairwise comparisons
 of means in mode by grade cells. At each grade level, mean T-unit length
 was greater in argument than in narration. Means for mode by grade cells
 are presented in Table I.

 Grade exerted a significant main effect, F(2,228) = 17.20, p<.oo1.
 Bonferroni t statistics were used to make planned pairwise comparisons
 of means in mode by grade cells. The results showed:

 I. In argument, there were significant contrasts between Grades 6 and
 Io, and between Grades Io and 12 (p<.o5).

 2. In narration, there was a significant contrast between Grades 6 and
 Io but not between Grades Io and I2. Means for mode by grade cells
 are presented in Table I.

 There was no significant sex effect, F(I,228) = 3.69, p<.0o5.
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 TABLE 1

 Means and Standard Deviations for Words/T-Unit
 in Grade by Mode Cells

 Mode Grade

 6 10 12

 X 10.60a 12.48c 12.51c
 Narration

 SD 1.97 2.29 1.78

 X 13.78b 15.17d 16.06e
 Argument

 SD 3.10 2.37 2.45

 NOTE. For the nine contrasts of interest, cell means sharing a common subscript are
 not significantly different.

 Discussion

 There was a significant difference between modes of discourse at every
 grade level. At each grade level, argument was more syntactically com-
 plex than narration, a finding in agreement with those of several earlier
 studies (Crowhurst & Piche, 1979; Perron, 1976; Rosen, 1969; San Jose,
 1972). It may be regarded as well established by research that (I)
 Differences in syntactic complexity are associated with differences in
 mode of discourse, and (2) Narrative writing is generally less syntactically
 complex than argument. The studies cited were conducted in widely
 scattered regions in Britain, the United States, and Canada, and involved
 children in a variety of grades from 3 to 12.

 There were significant differences in syntactic complexity from grade
 to grade. In the mode of argument, there were significant differences
 between Grades 6 and Io and between Grades Io and 12; in the
 mode of narration, there was a significant difference between Grades 6
 and Io but not between Grades Io and 12. While this result differs from
 the finding of Crowhurst & Piche (1979), who found no significant differ-
 ence in narration between Grades 6 and I o, the absence of a significant dif-
 ference between Grades Io and 12 lends some support to Crowhurst &
 Piche's (1979) suggestion that there may be a point, as yet undetermined,
 beyond which age-related increases in syntactic complexity do not occur
 in narrative writing. If this hypothesis is supported by the results of further
 studies, there are important implications for studies of the development of
 syntactic skill. Such studies should examine writing in which continued
 development is most likely to be manifested. Argumentative writing
 appears to be one such kind of writing. Narrative writing appears to be
 less suitable for studies of syntactic development both because it tends not
 to require writers to make maximum use of their syntactic resources and
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 because it appears that increases in syntactic complexity from grade to
 grade may level off earlier in narration than in some other kinds of
 writing.

 In view of the evidence that syntactic complexity varies greatly with
 mode of discourse, Crowhurst & Piche (1979) question the appropriate-
 ness of the use which has been made of Hunt's scores as norms of syntactic
 development. Hunt's mean scores for each grade were obtained by averag-
 ing across a number of writing tasks which are not described. They do
 not take account of differences in the writing task. Crowhurst & Piche
 (1979) found that a greater difference was produced within the same
 grade (Grade Io) by different writing tasks than was produced by a
 four-year age difference. The results of the present study reveal the same
 phenomenon to a more striking degree. At every grade level, the difference
 in mean T-unit length between narration and argument was greater than
 the difference between Grades 6 and 12 in either mode of discourse. At

 Grade 6 there was a difference of 3.18 words between the writing of
 students who wrote narrations and the writing of those who wrote argu-
 ments. At Grade I o the difference was 2.69 words, and at Grade 12 it
 was 3-55 words. The mean difference between Grades 6 and I2 was
 2.09 words.

 Age norms which take no account of differences in syntactic complexity
 produced by differences in the writing task are meaningless. It would be
 more useful if developmental norms were established for each grade level
 in each of several different kinds of writing - in each of the four tradi-
 tional modes of discourse, for example, or, alternatively, in each of expres-
 sive, transactional, and poetic writing (Britton, 1970). Even then, how-
 ever, the norms would not reflect the importance of other situational
 factors which have been found to affect syntactic complexity - audience

 and topic, for example (Crowhurst & Piche, I979).
 Substantial differences were found in the present study between com-

 positions in the same mode of discourse written by individual students. At
 all grade levels, in both modes of discourse, it was common to find differ-
 ences in mean T-unit length of eight, nine, and ten words between two
 compositions by the same student. There were a number of examples of
 differences of much greater magnitude. There was a difference of 18.45
 words on mean T-unit length between Canoe and Classroom arguments
 written by a sixth grade boy and a difference of 15-58 words between
 Whale and Classroom arguments written by a twelfth grade boy. Simi-
 larly great differences between compositions by the same student were
 found by Crowhurst (1977). She found that a tenth-grade boy writing
 in the mode of argument produced mean T-unit lengths for Canoe,
 Classroom, and Whale, respectively, as follows: when writing for a
 teacher audience, I 1.21, 22.22, and 16.07; when writing for a best friend
 audience, 9.91, I2.92, and I11.7I. For compositions in the same mode on
 the same topic (Classroom) for different audiences, there was a difference
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 of 9-30 words on mean T-unit length; for compositions in the same mode,
 for the same audience (teacher) on different topics (Canoe and Class-
 room), there was a difference of I I.oI words. Given such differences in
 syntactic complexity between compositions by the same student, teachers
 and researchers should proceed warily when applying norms of syntactic
 development to individual students, no matter how carefully those norms
 have been constructed.

 In summary, the present study provides further evidence that syntactic
 complexity in written composition is affected by task variables. At all
 three grade levels, syntactic complexity was greater in argument than in
 narration. The difference produced at each grade level by the difference
 in mode of discourse was greater than the difference produced by a six-
 year age difference. The study gives some support to the suggestion that,
 while syntactic complexity increases with age, increases tend to level off
 earlier in narrative writing than in some other kinds of writing. The
 results have clear implications for research into syntactic development.
 Such research must take account of task-related differences in syntactic
 complexity. Moreover, researchers would be well advised to collect writ-
 ing samples based on assignments which require subjects to make maxi-
 mum use of their syntactic resources; argumentative writing appears to
 be one such kind of writing, while narrative writing appears to be less
 useful in this regard. Finally, even within the same mode of discourse,
 substantial differences in syntactic complexity were found between com-
 positions by individual students. Teachers should note that conclusions
 drawn about individual students on the basis of one or two compositions
 are apt to be false.
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