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PPPAAARRRAAALLLLLLEEELLLIIISSSMMM 
 
Parallelism is about using a sentence construction that agrees throughout with the “stem verb” used in the sentence, 
or about doing the stem test and determining what form the sentence needs to take after each conjunction, etc. 
 
Consider the following sentence: 
 
“Federal authorities involved in the investigation have found the local witnesses are 
difficult to locate, they are reticent, and suspicious of 
strangers
 

.” 

 
The first thing we notice is the missing “that” after “found”.  “Federal authorities have found that somethingis true” is 
the correct form. 
 
Also, we notice that in the compound sentence used after the verb “found”, the local witnesses are described in terms 
of three different attributes: 
 

♦ Local witnesses are difficult to locate; 
♦ Local witnesses are reticent; 
♦ Local witnesses are suspicious of strangers. 

 
We can combine the three independent clauses into a compound sentence. The stem is “local witnesses are”. 
 
“Local witnesses are difficult to locate, (local witnesses are) reticent, and (local witnesses are) suspicious of 
strangers.” 
 
Let us combine this clause with the main clause of the original sentence and write: 
 
“Federal authorities involved in the investigation have found 

 

THAT the local witnesses are difficult to locate, reticent, 
and suspicious of strangers.” 

Notice that the original sentence used a run on form (‘they are reticent’ following a comma). The corrected sentence 
takes care of this problem too. 
 
 
Parallelism may also involve describing a series of effects of a common phenomenon. The series of effects described 
need to be made sense of as “bulleted list of items’.  Consider the following example: 
 
“Seismologists studying the earthquake that struck northern California in 1989 are still investigating some of its 
mysteries: the unexpected power of the seismic waves, the upward thrust threw one man straight into the air, 
and the strange electromagnetic signals were detected hours before the temblor
 

.” 

 
Obviously, there are three different effects of the earthquake described after the colon. (A colon signifies that there is 
an explanation coming up for what was stated prior to the colon.) 
 
Notice that the two effects stated in the underlined part constitute run-on sentences.  There are three effects 
described: 

♦ The unexpected power of the waves; 
♦ The upward thrust which did something; 
♦ The strange electromagnetic signals which were detected before the quake. 

 
We need to change the run-on sentences into noun phrases each described by a predicate adjective as shown in the 
bulleted list above. 
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The corrected parallel sentence will read:  
 
“Seismologists studying the earthquake that struck northern California in 1989 are still investigating some of its 
mysteries: the unexpected power of the seismic waves, the upward thrust that threw one man straight into the 
air, and the strange electromagnetic signals that were detected hours before the temblor
 

.” 

There we have a well-written, parallel sentence. 
 
PARALLELISM will also involve repeating the preposition after a comma or a conjunction. Take a look at the following 
example: 
 
“The lawyer for the defense charged that he suspected the police OF having illegally taped his client’s confidential 
conversations with his client and then used the information obtained in 
finding evidence supporting their charges.” 
 
Parallelism is about writing the above sentence in the following manner: 
 
“The lawyer for the defense charged that he suspected the police OF having illegally taped his client’s confidential 
conversation.” 
“The lawyer for the defense charged that he suspected the police OF using the information obtained TO FIND 
evidence supporting their charges.” 
 
The lawyer accused the police of doing X and of doing Y. 
 
That is the nutshell essence of the whole sentence. 
 
You can see that we need to repeat the preposition “OF” after the conjunction “and”, and change “in finding” to the 
more idiomatic “TO FIND”. We reviewed in the context of ‘prepositions’ that if there multiple distinct and 
different actions, then we need to associate the preposition with each one of them, and here is another 
example of the same requirement. 
 
The corrected, parallel sentence will read: 
 
“The lawyer for the police charged that he suspected the police OF having illegally taped his client’s confidential 
conversation and then OF using the information obtained to find evidence supporting their charges.” 
 
As a rule, be sure to repeat the preposition after each comma, and after each conjunction, if the actions or ideas 
are distinct and different from one another..  The following additional examples will illustrate this requirement. 
 
♦ “Until quite recently, American Presidents lived in a world in which the public and private realms of their lives 

were largely separate, in which the press cooperated in maintaining the distinction, and in which Americans 
judged national leaders without receiving or expecting intimate information about them.” 

♦ “Costs associated with upgrading computers and with the development of new products are prohibitive.” 
♦ “I promise TO love, TO protect, and TO cherish till death do us part.” 
♦ “It is well known in the computer industry that how often the technology changes and how frequently software is 

upgraded can be crucial to profits.” 
♦ “The most common reasons for an employee’s unwillingness to accept transfer to a new location are the high 

mortgage rates, the greater cost of housing in the new area, and the difficulty of selling the old home.” 
(This is an example of how the article may have to be repeated, if appropriate.) 

♦ “The Myron manufacturing company has been consistently following a policy aimed at decreasing the operating 
costs and improving the efficiency of the distribution system.” (Notice that same consistent verb form used.) 

Parallelism is about maintaining an element of consistency across the entire sentence, and you will be expected to 
understand and enforce this requirement when you work on sentence correction. 
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LOGICAL EXPRESSIONS INVOLVING PARALLELISM 

In some instances, a sentence may be made parallel in more than one way.  In such instances, choose the parallel 
form that is the most logical. 
 
Consider the following example: 

To help preserve ancient Egyptian monuments threatened by high water tables, a Swedish engineering 
firm has proposed installing pumps, perhaps solar powered, to lower the underground water level and 
dig trenches 

(A) to lower the underground water level and dig trenches 
around the bases of the stone walls. 

(B) to lower the underground water level and to dig trenches 
(C) to lower the underground water level and digging trenches 
(D) that lower the underground water level and that trenches be dug 
(E) that lower the underground water level and trench digging 

 
Most test –takers would be inclined to go with the parallel form used in Choice B because it contains the parallel ‘to 
lower’ and ‘to dig’. But you must know that option B makes for an illogical statement in that it makes the sentence 
read as follows: 
 
 It has proposed installing pumps to lower the underground water levels and (installing pumps) to dig 
trenches around the bases of stone walls.  
 
 You should reason that the pumps can lower underground water levels but cannot dig trenches. Therefore, 
choice B, even though it makes for a parallel sentence does not make for a logical sentence.  
 
If you read the sentence carefully, the Swedish company has proposed INSTALLING pumps to achieve one goal and 
(proposed) DIGGING trenches around the bases of stone walls.  Therefore, choice C would make the sentence 
parallel (installing and digging) and logical. 
 
Remember that parallelism cannot be achieved at the expense of logic. 
 

 
PARALLELISM INVOLVING VERB TENSE, ACTIVE AND PASSIVE VOICE STATEMENTS 

Parallelism requirement will also apply to use of consistent verb tense: “If seals EXERCISE and ASSOCIATE with 
other seals, they REQUIRE less medication”.  Another example of a sentence in which three actions, all in the past, 
are expressed in a parallel form: 
 “Mayans FASHIONED sculptures, ERECTED monuments, and BUILT stone temples”. 
 
You can also identify lack of parallelism by noticing the mix-up of active and passive forms as in the following 
statement:  “The term ‘red shift’ denotes the extent to which the light from a distant galaxy HAS SHIFTED toward the 
red end of the spectrum BY THE RAPID MOTION OF GALAXY away from the earth”. 
Notice that ‘LIGHT HAS SHIFTED’ is an active voice statement whereas the part ‘BY THE RAPID MOTION OF 
GALAXY” is a passive voice statement. You can see that a mix-up of active and passive forms in the same statement 
is not parallel. You can also use the logic that ‘light’ cannot ACTIVELY shift itself and the statement ‘light HAS 
SHIFTED’ is illogical. 
 
If parallelism is tested in the context of sentences in which there is some comparison that is sought to be made,  be 
sure to compare active statements with active ones and passive with passive ones. 
 
Consider the following ‘mixed-up sentence lacking parallel form: 
“Within many upper class Egyptian homes, French was spoken just as Russian aristocracy had spoken it.”  
Notice that the passive form ‘French was spoken’ is compared using ‘just as’ with an active expression, “Russian 
aristocracy had spoken it.”.  We have to make the sentence parallel in one of the following ways: 
 
ACTIVE WITH ACTIVE

 

:  “Many upper class Egyptians spoke French within their homes JUST AS Russian 
aristocracy had done.” 

PASSIVE WITH PASSIVE:   “Within many upper class Egyptian homes, French was spoken JUST AS it (French) had 
been spoken among the Russian aristocracy.”
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DIFFERENT TYPES OF PARALLELISM TESTED  IN SENTENCE CORRECTION  

 
PARALLEL LIST: 

When you have a sentence that contains a ‘list’, make sure that the items on the list are of the same kind. 
 
Consider the following ad for a cold remedy that lists a host of benefits of using the product: 
•••   Improves immunity   
•••   Relieves cold symptoms fast.   
•••   Contains natural ingredients.   
•••   Good for you.   
•••   Reasonably priced.    

 
Notice that the list gets ‘screwed up’ after the first three items on the list. The first three items are verbal phrases 
whereas the last two are adjectival.   
 
You need to change the last two to verbal phrases or switch the first three to adjectival ones.  If we want to keep the 
verbal phrases that outnumber the adjectival ones, the adjectival ones need to be re-written as follows: 
•••   Offers loads of goodness.   
•••   Carries reasonable price sticker.   

 
 
Let us analyze another sentence offering a screwed-up list: 
“Maine is facing a shortage of timber, (which is) the result of a rapid expansion of paper trade, infestation of trees by 
worms, and the forests coming to maturity.” 
 
Notice that the list contains the following elements: 
•••   (rapid) expansion (of something)   
•••   Infestation  (of X by Y)   
•••   Forests (coming to maturity).   

 
Expansion, infestation, and forests do not make a good list. Expansion and Infestation are used in subjective case to 
modify nouns that appear as objects after the preposition:  “Expansion of PAPER TRADE” is a phrase in which the 
noun phrase ‘paper trade’ appears in objective case after the preposition;  similarly, ‘infestation of trees’ is a phrase in 
which ‘trees’ is used as object of the qualifier ‘of trees’. We can now begin to see that the noun ‘forests’ must likewise 
be used in objective case and the list must be modified to read as follows: 
 
•••   (rapid) expansion of paper trade,   
•••   Infestation of trees by worms, and    
•••   Coming to maturity OF the forests or maturing OF the forests.   

 
The corrected sentence must read as follows: 
“Maine is facing a shortage of timber, (which is) the result of a rapid expansion of paper trade, infestation of trees by 
worms, and the maturing of forests (or , the coming to maturity of forests).” 
 
Sentence correction is not just about blind application of some rudimentary grammar rules and memorized idioms; it 
is about logical analysis and critical examination of the elements of the sentence. Your ability to dissect the sentence 
in terms of its elements and to analyze the component parts will make the difference between a great score and a 
mediocre one. 
 
Parallelism may not be about a laundry list of myriad items.  It could also be in the context of logical 
comparisons

 

. We have seen on the previous page that we need to compare active statements with active ones, and 
passive statements with passive ones.  

Parallelism may also be tested in the context of ‘choice’. Consider the following sentence: 
“Within the past few years, many physicians have elected early retirement rather than face the prospect of 
malpractice lawsuits.”  Notice that the sentence states that the physicians chose a noun (retirement) INSTEAD OF a 
verb (face the prospect). That is not parallel. They can only choose a noun instead of another noun, or choose a verb 
instead of another verb.  We can change the sentence to read as follows: 
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“Within the past few years, many physicians have elected early retirement rather than prospect of malpractice 
lawsuits.” 
 
Now, we have a sentence that is about choice exercised by physicians: retirement versus prospect of lawsuits. The 
list, of course, is parallel. But, is it logical?  “Prospect of lawsuits’ is not a logical choice that one ‘elects’.  Therefore, 
we will conclude that this sentence – even though it is parallel in terms of expressing a choice between two nouns – 
is not logical. 
 
Now, we can try to express the choice between two verbs and see whether  it is more logical: 
“Within the past few years, many physicians have elected TO RETIRE early rather than (TO) FACE the prospect of 
malpractice lawsuits.” 
 
The physicians CHOSE TO DO ONE THING RATHER THAN DO ANOTHER THING – makes logical sense. We will 
conclude that the parallel form of infinitives is more logical and we will choose this option. 
 
Remember:  Remember to analyze sentences and apply the test of logic to sentences. Parallel form that lacks logic is 
not acceptable. 
 
Parallelism can also be tested in sentences using conjunctions such as ‘not only .. but also’ and ‘either.. or’. 
 
When you analyze sentences in which any of the above conjunctions appear,  be sure to analyze critically the parts 
that follow ‘not only’ and ‘but also’, or ‘either’ and Or’.  
 
Let us analyze the following sentence: 
“Temporary employment agencies benefit NOT ONLY FROM placing administrative staff BUT ALSO FROM 
executives whose placements yield greater profits.” 
 
Notice that the preposition FROM is appropriately used after ‘not only’ and ‘but also’. That is an idiomatic use of 
prepositions after the conjunction.   The problem starts with the elements that appear after the preposition FROM. 
 
•••   They benefit FROM PLACING ONE TYPE OF STAFF   
•••   They benefit FROM EXECUTIVES (whose etc.)   

 
The first part states that the agencies benefit from a verb (‘placing staff’)  and the second part states that the 
agencies benefit from a noun (‘executives’). That is not a parallel list. 
 
Our analysis will also tell us that agencies do not benefit from ‘candidates’ they place; they benefit from ‘placing the 
candidates’. Therefore, a more logical rephrasing of the above sentence would be as follows: 
•••   “Temporary employment agencies benefit NOT ONLY FROM placing administrative staff BUT ALSO FROM 

placing executives whose placements yield greater profits.”   
 

 
PARALLELISM INVOLVING USE OF INFINTIVES 

Infinitives express ‘secondary’ actions driven by the main actions described in the main clauses.  Sometimes, the 
verb in the main clause may drive two different secondary actions.  Make sure that the secondary actions are 
described through parallel use of infinitives. Consider the following example: 
 
“In leverage buyout, investors borrow huge sums of money to buy companies, hoping 
TO PAY OFF the debt with the earnings of companies and TO PROFIT richly from the 
later resale of the companies or their divisions.” 
  

 
PARALLELISM INVOLVING USE OF VERBS FOLLOWING AUXILIARIES 

If the main actor performs many different actions that follow the auxiliary verbs such as 
can, could, would, etc., all actions need to be expressed in PARALLEL form.   
 
Consider the following example: 
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Some archaeologists claim that the tablets found at Elba could force a revision of current theories on 
the origins of Judaism and Christianity, alter many scriptural interpretations, make all current Bible 
translations obsolete, and 
 

require scholars to credit the Old Testament with greater accuracy. 

The tablets found at Elba  
• could force a revision; 
• (could) alter many interpretations; and 
• (could) require scholars to do something. 

 
Consider another example of a sentence in which the verbs hitched to the auxiliary ‘might’ are all in parallel form. 
 
“When the technique known as gene-splicing was invented in the early 1970’s, it was feared that 
scientists might inadvertently create an “Andromeda strain,” a microbe never before seen on Earth 
that might escape from the laboratory and (might) kill vast numbers of people who have no defenses 
against it (the virus).” 
 
PARALLEL FORM INVOLVING INTENSIFIERS 
 
In certain cases, you need to make sure that the more than one attribute needs to be emphasized or intensified.   
 
Here is an example of a sentence in which there is a parallel use of intensifiers: 
 
So dogged were Frances Perkins’ investigations of the garment industry, and so persistent her lobbying 
for wage and hour reform,  that 

 

Alfred E. Smith and Franklin D. Roosevelt recruited Perkins to work 
within the government, rather than as a social worker.  

Here is another example: 
 
Antarctica receives more solar radiation than does any other place on Earth, yet the temperatures are so 
cold,  and the ice cap so reflective,  that little polar ice melts during the summer; were it to do so, 

 

the 
water levels of the oceans would rise 250 feet and engulf most of the world’s great cities.  

The above sentence uses the intensifier ‘so’ in parallel case, and also tests your understanding of the correct use of 
the linking verb. Notice that the linking verb ‘is’ is not repeated after ‘ice cap’ and know that the linking verb use can 
be suppressed after the initial use. (“Once the job was done and the mission accomplished, we left.”  “So many 
people were hurt and so many windows (were) broken, that Albany banned street hockey.”). 
 
Also notice that the subjunctive form is used in inverted case:  “If it were to melt” is inverted correctly to read “were it 
to melt”. 
 
The above sentence tests parallelism, idiomatic use of linking verbs, and inverted use of subjunctive form.  

 
Parallelism is an important requirement to which you need to pay great attention when you analyze sentences for 
correctness. 


