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 English is the lifewire of the 

Nigerian nation because of its socio-

economic importance to the nation. 

English is taught as a school subject in 

Nigeria from kindergarten to tertiary  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

level of education; it is the lingua franca; 

language of scholarship and language of 

official communication. McCrum refers 

to it as “Globish supranational lingua 

franca.” The policy of teaching English 

at all levels of education in the country 
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Abstract 

This paper on “Syntactic Coordination: Theory and Practice examines the 

teaching of coordination and the actual use of this syntactic unit. The 

theoretical framework adopted for this research is Cohesion Theory which 

argues that linguistic ties hold within or across sentences by the use of 

cohesive ties such as conjunctions where coordinators belong. In order to 

achieve the purpose of the research, data were drawn from English 

language grammar texts and compared with actual production by ESL 

learners of English. The paper surveys the actual use of coordinators in 

formal writing as contained in excerpts from grammar books and usages by 

language experts and compares the outcome of the survey with what 

teachers teach their learners on the function and use of this grammatical 

unit whereby when learners start sentences with coordinators they are 

marked wrong. The survey reveals that coordinators do start sentences as 

against the common norm taughtlearners in school grammars and as 

contained in grammar books that such usage is inappropriate. Excerpts from 

English grammar books and language experts show a disconnection between 

what English Language teachersteach and what is allowed. The paper 

recommends a re-examination of English languagecurriculum content anda 

refocus of pedagogic strategies by a shift from prescriptive approach to 

descriptive approach type of language teaching. It recommends the 

incorporation of punctuation into the teaching of conjunctions in order to 

optimise performance in this aspect of English grammar. 
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is to ensure proficiency in all the 

structures which constitute the language, 

especially the grammatical structure 

since wrong grammar is a dent on the 

image of the speaker or writer. That the 

standard of education in Nigeria is 

falling and is still on a steady decline is 

no longer news. Pieces of evidence 

abound as to the continuous decay. What 

more proof will one require when most 

university students can neither define 

grammatical classes nor identify them in 

sentences even after being taught these 

grammatical classes again and again and 

still construct ungrammatical sentences. 

Structural changes between 

one’s native language, the mother 

tongue or first language (L1) and the 

second language (L2) like English as a 

second language (ESL) are natural 

phenomena and such changes do cause 

infelicities. After intensive training and 

exposure to the linguistic structures of 

English as the target language overtime, 

it is expected that there should be 

considerable improvement in a user’s 

performance as evidence of mastery of 

the phonological, morphological, 

syntactic and semantic rules of the target 

language like English. Learning the 

grammar of English implies learning its 

basic principles. Communicative ability 

is, therefore, a demonstration of 

underlying capacity which anchors on 

knowledge of basic principles of the 

language. Communicative ability in 

second language situation is developed 

in the classroom through the mentorship 

of a teacher. Because of the belief that 

the teacher is a container of knowledge, 

learners swallow in totality all that the 

teacher says because the teacher is a 

model of the language they learn. 

Language teachers rely on grammar 

textbooks for information on the 

grammatical rules of the syntactic 

constituents they present to learners in 

order to develop their underlying 

competence in the language. Such 

syntactic constituents include 

conjunctions. The essence is to reduce to 

the least infelicities in the use of English 

but this is not the case as there are a lot 

of infelicities in the use of English in 

Nigeria which causes Owolabi (2016) to 

question the effectiveness of the 

teaching and learning process. 

The problem is that English is 

taught with the use of grammar books 

written by Nigerians and English 

scholars from other parts of the 

world.What is called grammar “is a set 

of rules and examples dealing with the 

syntax and morphology of a standard 

language, usually intended as an aid to 

the learning and teaching of that 

language” (Mc Arthur 1995 cited in 

Jowitt, 2013, p.1).Grammatical rules are 

taught based on the grammar of English 

as specified in grammar textbooksbut 

there is a somewhat imbalance between 

the teaching of certain grammatical rules 

specifically the use of conjunctions as 

contained in grammar books and 

practical usageof certain conjunctions as 

observedparticularly in the use of 

coordinating conjunctions. This work is 

a critique of the teaching of coordinating 

conjunctions and actual use as gleaned 

from formal writing not only among 
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Nigerian educated English bilinguals but 

globally too asthere appears to be a 

divergence between theory and practice 

and this poses pedagogic problem to 

Nigerian English bilinguals. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theory adopted for this 

work is Cohesion Theory, a theory 

which argues that linguistic ties hold 

across or within sentences. Cohesion is 

related to coherence. While cohesion is 

the overt cohesive ties that hold 

sentences together, coherence is 

concerned with the unity of a linguistic 

text (Halliday & Hassan, 1976). 

Cohesion or sentence connection may be 

intra-sentential or inter-sentential. A 

cohesive text sticks together from one 

word to another, one phrase to another, 

one sentence to another and one 

paragraph to another due to the use of 

connective devices 

 Intra-sentential connection is the 

connection within sentences while inter-

sentential connection is the connection 

across sentences. Inter-sentential 

cohesion has to do with grammatical and 

lexical connective devices which bind 

sentences and texts together when all the 

linguistic elements which need to occur 

are positioned in their proper places 

(Ashipu&Atsu, 2013).Cohesion is 

actually about semantic relations 

because the meaning of a text draws 

from the interconnection within and 

between sentences that make up the text 

(Halliday & Hassan, 1976). 

 Lexical connective devices 

include synonymy, antonymy, 

hyponymy, collocation and repetition. 

Synonymy describes the relationship of 

similarity of lexical items; antonymy the 

relationship of oppositeness of lexical 

items; hyponymy a relationship of 

entailment whereby items are 

subordinated within a larger item or set 

which is the superordinate while 

collocation expresses the relationship of 

habitual co-occurrence of lexical items 

in that when one item occurs the other 

simultaneously occurs in an inseparable 

relationship of dependency. The items 

are mutually exclusive while repetition 

is used for emphasis. 

 Grammatical connective devices 

comprise reference, substitution, ellipsis 

and conjunction. Substitution is 

employed to avoid repetition and 

clumsiness in sentences. Items of 

substitution include such proforms as 

none, each, both, then, so, some, neither, 

etc. and pronoun references such as she, 

he, her, him, ours, etc. which can be 

used within and across sentences as 

substitutes for different components of 

the sentence (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech 

and Svartvik, 1985). In ellipsis, a piece 

of language item which is omitted in a 

text is recovered in another position in 

the structure of the sentence or text. 

 Conjunctions are connective 

devices which link words, phrases and 

sentences together. Conjunctions may 

show relationship of contrast or a 

relationship of addition by tying equal 

grammatical units together. This 

grammatical class therefore makes a text 

cohesive by setting up meaning relations 

inter-sententially or intra-sententially or 
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both. For example, the sentence,“Aleke 

has married a new wife. He keeps her in 

the village” has intra-sentential 

connectionsince the meaning 

interpretation of Richard and her 

depends on the lexical items Richard 

and wife whereas, “He was trying to tell 

me a story but I was not interested” is 

inter-sentential since but sets up a 

connection between the first clause, “He 

was trying to tell me a story” and the 

second clause, “I was not interested”. 

Conjunctions make sentences to stick 

together. It is for this reason that de 

Beaugrande& Dressler (1981) refer to 

cohesion as the sticking together of 

syntactic components in communication. 

This paper focuses on 

conjunctionsspecifically coordinators as 

connective devices in texts and 

undertakes a critique of the teaching and 

use ofcoordination as a subset of 

conjunctions and compares what is 

taught with practical usage of 

coordination in writing both locally and 

globally. 

 

Literature Review 

 Aarts (2008) refers to 

conjunctions as a closed set of words 

with a linking function. He identifies 

two types of conjunctions– coordinating 

conjunctions and subordinating 

conjunctions. He states that 

subordinating conjunctions connect 

sentences of unequal grammatical status 

in what he refers to as “syntactic 

underneath arrangement” and gives 

examples of subordinate conjunctions as 

when, where, because, etc. He states that 

the function of coordinating 

conjunctions (and, but, or) is to join 

syntactic constituents of equal 

grammatical status such as two noun 

phrases, two adjective phrases, two 

clauses, two prepositional phrases, two 

adverbial phrases and two sentences and 

adds that the units coordinated are 

conjoins. The source further adds that 

coordination may be overt or covert. The 

type of coordination with an overt 

coordinator is called syndetic 

coordination while the type of 

coordination without an overt 

coordinator is called asyndetic 

coordination. 

 Other scholars say that the 

primary function of a conjunction is to 

connect words, phrases, clauses and 

sentences. The coordinating 

conjunctions and, but and or specifically 

connect two sentences or items of equal 

grammatical status or rank. 

Conjunctions are classified into 

subordinators, coordinators and 

correlatives and are also referred to as 

connectives (Udofot and Ekpenyong, 

2001, Lockwood 2002). The sources 

remark that while the term conjunction 

expresses the class or form of the word, 

connectives specify the function. Stott 

&Chapman (2001) describe and, but and 

or as both conjunctions and connectives. 

 Greenbaum and Nelson (2009) 

sub-classifies coordinators into central 

coordinating conjunctions (and, but) and 

marginal coordinator (or) and state that 

subordinators introduce subordinate 

clauses while to Graddol, Cheshire & 

Swann (1987)the main function of 
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subordination and coordination is to link 

clauses. The critique of the use of 

coordinators therefore has a foundation 

on what language scholars say about this 

grammatical unit. 

 

Teaching Grammatical Rules 
 English grammar, like other 

grammars of natural languages, is a 

system of innate linguistics rules in the 

brain of a native speaker of a language. 

Theseinternalised linguistic rules 

constitute the grammatical rules of the 

language. A linguist writing the 

grammar of a language merely provides 

an overt representation of the 

internalised grammar in order to make 

the information available for writing the 

language and to non-native speakers 

learning the language because the ability 

to speak a language as a native or non-

native speaker is not synonymous with 

ability to write it. 

 In first language (L1) acquisition 

situation, children get to speak their first 

language effortlessly and do so through 

a continuum of series of hypotheses 

until adult level of competence is 

achieved. This stage by stage procedure 

is applicable in second language (L2) 

situations too as “L2 learners go through 

stages” and“at any particular stage their 

language may not be native-like but 

rule-governed, not haphazard” (p.363), 

(Fromkin, Rodman and Hyams, 

2011).To be rule-governed suggests a 

mastery of the “underlying regularities 

which constitute the grammar of the 

language” (Jowitt 2013, p.4). The 

underlying regularities include the 

phonological, morphological, syntactic 

and semantic structures which constitute 

linguistic competence of the learner. 

Also added to these is developing 

pragmatic ability which is the ability to 

perform in the language. It is 

performance which bothers second 

language learners since shaky 

competence in knowledge of a second 

language hampers effective linguistic 

performance. For this reason, grammar 

teaching entails bringing to the attention 

of learners the phonological, 

morphological, semantic and syntactic 

rules of the language they are learning. 

Grammar rules are taught for 

grammatical accuracy. What determines 

grammatical accuracy is contained in 

grammar books. In non-native 

environments such as Nigeria’s, 

grammatical accuracy takes precedence 

over fluency because of the purpose for 

learning the language. A person with a 

passing ability in spoken English still 

communicates but passing ability is 

offensive in written communication 

because a plethora of grammatical errors 

in a written text is revolting to those 

who know. Grammatical errors reflect a 

user’s underlyingability, that is, level of 

understanding of the syntax of that 

language. 

 Syntax is the structural 

arrangement of words in sentences, that 

is, the combination of the constituent 

parts of a sentence and their inter-

connection. Carnie (2011) refers to 

syntax as the scientific study of sentence 

structure. The syntactic structure 

therefore contains information on how to 
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arrange words into meaningful 

sentences. A meaningfulsentence is a 

well-formed sentence because it is 

structured according to the syntactic 

rules of the language, and is most 

importantly acceptable because well-

formedness does not automatically 

suggest acceptability. To be grammatical 

means that the sentence is formed 

according to the syntactic rules of the 

language, the reason for which the 

construction is acceptable, but 

unacceptable because it negates the 

world view of the native speakers of the 

language as exemplified in Noam 

Chomskys’ widely quoted example, 

“Colourless green grass sleeps 

furiously.” Syntactically, this sentence is 

grammatical because it conforms to 

SVO (Subject, Verb, Object) sentence 

structure of English language but is 

semantically anomalous, the reason it is 

rejected by the grammar of the language. 

 Expectedly, L2 learners are 

taught grammatical structures such as 

nouns, verbs, adjectives, conjunctions 

and so on with input drawn from English 

language textbooks written by language 

experts in Nigeria and outside the 

country. English language teachers 

organise their teaching around 

curriculum content and language 

syllabus. Curriculum contents in 

language syllabus are based on 

knowledge from the masters of the 

language therefore what they say is 

almost infallible.In Nigeria, emphasis is 

on teaching of grammatical structures 

and their patterns of deploymentso as to 

enable learners develop both linguistic 

and communicative competence in the 

language structures.  

As the literature review 

reveals,conjunctions are connective 

devices semantically but a form class 

syntactically. The principal function of 

this grammatical class as learners are 

taught is to join two words, phrases and 

sentences together. In addition, they are 

taught that conjunctions are broadly 

classified into subordinating and 

coordinating conjunctions. They are also 

taught that subordinating conjunctions 

include such words as because, until, 

why, since, whether, before, etc. and that 

subordination is a “syntactic underneath 

arrangement” in which one clause is 

subordinated under another as in “I do 

not know why you are late” in which 

two clauses I do not know and you are 

late are drawn together by the 

subordinator why to form a complex 

sentence. The subordinator why places 

the second clause under the first so that 

the second clause is incapable of 

expressing full meaning without 

depending on the first.They are also 

taught that subordinators are capable of 

starting sentences. Learners are taught 

that coordination is a matter of 

“syntactic side by side arrangement”, 

and that coordinators arelinking words 

which occur between words, phrases and 

sentences they connect and must be of 

equal level of significance, the reason 

the items they connect are conjoins as in 

the following examples: 

 

(a) I saw Mary and Joy (joining of two 

words)  
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(b) He gave me the books and the 

envelopes. (joining two noun phrases),  

(c) You should either wait or go. 

(joining two verbs).  

(d) The labourer worked all day but was 

not tired (joining two clauses).  

The following tree diagram presents 

conjunctions and their types:  

 
 Conjunctions  

 

  coordinating conjunctions  subordinating conjunctions 

   (and, or, but) 

      complementisers                adjunctisers 

      (that, if, whether, for)     (when, while, 

because) 

Fig. 1: Conjunctions and their subclasses 

The coordinator and is a syntactic 

constituent that shows a relationship of 

addition, buta relationship of contrast 

and or a relationship of preference. 

These are semantic information. 

Learners are also taught that it is wrong 

to start sentences with coordinators. 

 

A Survey of Coordinators in English 

 Kolln&Funk (2001)refer to and, 

but and or as both conjunctions and 

connectives. They note that while 

conjunctions express the class or form of 

the word, connectives specify the 

function as earlier stated. They further 

assert that these coordinators join a 

series of clauses one after the other, and 

that the clauses they join are 

independent of each other; they are 

grammatically equal; of the same order 

and free of each other because the 

clauses they join are coordinate clauses, 

a grammatical term used to describe a 

relationship of equality between 

independent clauses, and more 

emphatically that coordinatorsoccur 

within sentences. They caution that the 

use of and at the beginning of sentences 

is unusual in formal writing unless it is 

deployed to create stylistic effect in 

children’s literature and allegorical 

writing. This statement is the point this 

research intends to explore because a 

cursory surveyof these same 

grammarians’use of coordinators in their 

book Understanding English Grammar 

show violationsof these rules in practice 

in formal writing in spite of stating the 

rules as the following excerpts from this 

bookshow: 

 

1.“We usually think of the exclamatory 

sentence, or exclamation as ….Butin 

terms of form, the first four dots 

sentence …. (p. 57) 

2.“As the formular indicates, when we 

do choose have as an auxiliary, we are 

also ….And when we choose be, the –

ing suffix will …. (p. 71) 

3.“That present connection of one kind 

or another is implicit ….And as the 

examples in the following section 

show…. (p. 77) 

4.“In Chapter 15, we take up the use of 

colons and dashes ….And in the 

following sections …. (p. 171) 
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5.“We can think of gerunds as names. 

But rather than naming persons, places, 

things…. (p. 171) 

6.“Should it hopefully be used only as a 

manner adverb.Or can it function as a 

sentence modifier? (p. 210) 

Similarly, Ndimele (1999), a renowned 

Nigerian linguist, in his grammar book 

Advanced English Grammar and 

Usagealso givesexamples of 

coordinators as but/and/or andstate that 

they primarily function as connective 

devices.He givessamplesentences but 

within the same book the author violates 

his specified rules as the following 

excerpts from the book indicate: 

 

7.“This rule which demands that the 

infinitive …. But the unfortunate thing 

about this rule …. (p. 11) 

8.“Dead languages like Latin, however, 

exist only in the written form. But the 

fact remains ….. (p.14) 

9.“Following the rule in (v) above, (28a) 

would be …. But if we assume that …. 

(p. 83) 

Many of such usages abound in other 

language books written by him. 

Stott & Chapman (2001) in their book 

Grammar and Writing re-echo that 

coordinating conjunction is a description 

of the form of the word whereas the 

term coordinator describes the function 

as a connective device. The source states 

that coordinators join language elements 

within a sentence and can link a series of 

sentencesthereby corroborating what 

other scholars say but the following 

excerpts from the same authorsare 

contradictions of therules: 

 

10.“You already “know” a great deal of 

grammar …. But if you are to 

understand …. (p. 1) 

11.“It explores …. And finally we might 

comment on the  way…. (p.13) 

12.“But what might we say about how it 

was written ….  (p.13) 

13.“But we were interested in finding 

out how …. (p.13) 

14.“But you have wondered why we …. 

(p. 16) 

15.“Later in the book we will look at the 

word grammar ….But we haven’t 

finished with …. (p. 27) 

16.“When you were at school you may 

have been told …. But verbs can 

tell us …. (p. 36) 

 

Using sentences in this way by 

deployingcoordinators at the beginning 

ofparagraphs and sentences litter this 

book. 

Jowitt (2013),a Briton and a native 

speaker of English, in his keynote 

address entitled “Teaching Grammar 

Rules”delivered at the 6
th
Annual 

National Conference of English 

Language Teachers Association of 

Nigeriaon Teaching of Grammar Rules 

in Nigerian Schools”takes a swipe at 

approaches to English language teaching 

in Nigerian schools and questions the 

depth of knowledge possessed by 

teachers of English. Within his 

addressarethe following excerpts 

involving the use of coordinators to 

starta sentence: 
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17.“But the very naturalness of such 

methods worked against any explicit 

teaching of grammar” (p.5) 

18.“But how many teachers can 

confidently do so. (p.8) 

19.“But to make any syllabus the 

exclusive basis of one’s classroom 

practice is to pass …. (p. 9) 

20.“But it is doubtful whether any real 

learning has taken place. 

 

This pattern of deployment of 

coordinators is prevalent in keynote 

addresses, lead papers, formal writing 

and commonly used by renowned 

grammarians including Chomsky. The 

excerpts elucidate the difference 

between theory and practice and have 

pedagogic implications.  

 

Implications for Language Learning 
Probably, we do not clearly 

understand the sense in which “connect” 

or “join” is used by grammarians. By 

implication, to teach Nigerian English 

bilinguals that coordinators are 

connective devices and occur within 

sentences to connect linguistic elements 

of equal grammatical status but when in 

formal writing learners start sentences 

with coordinators as they do and 

teachers mark them wrong, as we 

usually do, is unjustified since the very 

masters of the language and native 

speakers too do begin sentences with 

coordinators and even use them in 

starting paragraphs.  

Analysis and discussion of data 

show that the teaching of English 

grammarin Nigeria is still tied to the 

prescriptive approach of traditional 

grammarians, an approach which is no 

longer in operation. Prescriptive 

grammar laid down norms of correct 

usage which were more of imposition 

and indicated improper usage 

irrespective of whether those norms 

conform to actual use of language by the 

native speakers of English or not. 

Learners are not taught that coordinators 

can be used across sentence boundaries 

to start sentences and paragraphs in 

order to establish a link among ideas. 

The source of the disconnection between 

the use of coordinators as evidenced in 

practical situations in the excerpts and 

what the learners are taught in the 

Nigerian situation may be traced to the 

curriculum of English. The question is 

“Has English language curriculum in 

Nigeria been reviewed? If at all, how 

long ago? As Umudi (2018) points out, 

the role of a teacher is to point out the 

content of a school curriculum. If the 

content of a school curriculum is 

defective, there is not much the teacher 

can do unless such a teacher is willing to 

take a personal initiative to break from 

the rejected tradition of the past to 

present to the learners what is modern, 

recent and accepted. Jowitt (2013) 

submits that due to dearth of books 

“many teachers depend entirely, for 

what to teach and how to teach it, on the 

prescriptions of the syllabus” (p.9) and 

further states “But to make any syllabus 

the exclusive basis of one’s classroom 

practice is to pass a sentence of 

intellectual death, both on oneself and 

one’s students”(p.9). This is precisely 
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what has happened to the teaching of 

coordinators where there is a difference 

between what is taught (theory) and 

usage (practice) because of over reliance 

on prescribed rules in grammar 

textbooks. 

It is recommended that teachers 

of English need to update themselves on 

how coordinators operate and to 

abandon prescriptive grammar which is 

no longer in use. It is expedient to adopt 

descriptive grammar which presents 

language in the way it is and not how it 

should be used. Learners are expected to 

know that coordinators can be 

usedacross sentence boundaries to start 

sentences or paragraphs in much the 

same way as subordinators do, but most 

importantly when they know where and 

how that is done. Teachers need to 

incorporate information on punctuation 

into the teaching of conjunctions. It is 

absolutely necessary to clearly specify 

what “connect” or “join” means and 

how to connect and join linguistic 

elements whether words, phrases, 

clauses or sentences with the use of 

coordinators not just in theory but with 

copious illustrations.Curriculum 

planners are expectedly required to  

revise English language curriculum in 

order to enhance effective teaching of 

English and to break away from the age 

old prescriptive grammar approach 

toEnglish language teaching to 

descriptive approach and add to it 

communicative approach so as to 

achieve both linguistic and 

communicative competence.  
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