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Abstract. This paper examines the structural syntactic differences between spoken and written
English using descriptive, comparative, and corpus-informed approaches. Spoken English, shaped
by spontaneity and interaction, tends toward parataxis, ellipsis, and discourse markers. Written
English, influenced by planning and editing, prefers hypotaxis, nominalization, and greater lexical
density. The study presents an IMRAD-structured analysis highlighting cognitive, social, and
communicative factors influencing the syntactic divergence between the two modes.

Introduction. The distinction between spoken and written modes of English has long been
recognized as central to linguistic analysis. Spoken English is produced spontaneously and
interactively, whereas written English is the product of planning, revision, and structural organization.
These contrasts result in systematic syntactic differences that reflect communicative purpose,
cognitive constraints, and register conventions. Prior studies, including those by Biber et al. and
Halliday, emphasize that syntax in speech and writing differs not only in form but also in function®.

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the structural differences between spoken and written English
syntax within an IMRAD framework. Specifically, the study aims to identify:

1. characteristic syntactic features of spoken English,
2. characteristic syntactic features of written English, and
3. key areas in which the two modes diverge.

Methods. This study adopts a descriptive and comparative qualitative method, supplemented by
findings reported in major corpus-based works such as the Longman Grammar Corpus and the British
National Corpus. The procedure consisted of three stages:

Literature Review. Authoritative works in linguistics, including Halliday (1989), Biber et al. (1999),
Chafe (1994), and Huddleston & Pullum (2002), were reviewed to obtain established definitions and
theoretical explanations of spoken and written syntactic behavior. Based on the literature, recurrent
syntactic features associated with each mode were extracted. Spoken features included:

» parataxis
> ellipsis

1 Biber, D., Johansson, S., Leech, G., Conrad, S., & Finegan, E. (1999). Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written
English. London: Longman. Halliday, M.A.K. (1989). Spoken and Written Language. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
P.145
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>
>
>

discourse markers
false starts and repairs
interactional patterns

Written features included:

YV V. V V V

hypotaxis

clause embedding
nominalization

lexical density
syntactic completeness?

Comparative Analysis. The extracted features were compared across the two modes in terms of
clause complexity, information packaging, and communicative function.

No original corpus data were collected for this paper; rather, the analysis relies on consolidated
findings from established corpus-linguistic studies.

Results. Spoken English Syntax. The analysis reveals several distinctive characteristics of spoken
syntax:

>
>
>

>

>

Spontaneity and real-time processing, leading to hesitations, false starts, and unfinished clauses.
Preference for parataxis, using simple connectors like and or but instead of embedded clauses.

Ellipsis and fragmentary structures, as shared context enables speakers to omit subjects or
auxiliaries.

Extensive use of discourse markers such as well, you know, and like, which guide interaction
rather than sentence structure.

Interactional shaping, including turn-taking, interruptions, and cooperative utterances.

Written English Syntax. Written English exhibits contrasting syntactic features:

YV V V V VY

Planning and editing, resulting in structurally complete and polished sentences.
Hypotaxis and clause embedding, enabling dense hierarchical structures.

High lexical density, with extensive use of nouns, adjectives, and prepositional phrases.
Nominalization, which compresses information into compact noun phrases.

Reduced redundancy, with minimal repetition, fillers, or conversational markers.

Comparative Findings. Key contrasts identified include:

>
>
>

Written English displays greater clause complexity, with more subordination.
Spoken English favors a verbal style, while written English uses nominal style.

Information in speech is distributed across multiple short units, whereas writing packages
information compactly.

Spoken syntax serves interactional functions, while written syntax prioritizes logical organization.

Register overlap exists (e.g., academic lectures or informal online writing), but core differences
persist.

2 Biber, D., Johansson, S., Leech, G., Conrad, S., & Finegan, E. (1999). Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written
English. London: Longman. P.43-45
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Discussion. The findings demonstrate that the structural differences between spoken and written
English syntax arise from fundamental communicative and cognitive distinctions. Spoken English is
shaped by immediacy, interaction, and shared contextual knowledge. Consequently, speakers rely on
parataxis, ellipsis, and discourse markers to maintain conversational flow. The goal is often to
negotiate meaning collaboratively rather than to present highly structured information.

Written English, by contrast, reflects delayed production, cognitive distance, and the need for
precision. Writers use complex syntactic devices—subordination, nominalization, and lexical
density—to condense and organize information for readers who lack immediate context.

These differences align with Halliday’s observations regarding grammatical intricacy in speech
versus lexical density in writing, as well as Biber’s corpus-based evidence demonstrating mode-
dependent syntactic patterns®. Chafe's cognitive explanation also accounts for why spoken syntax
unfolds in short, loosely connected "idea units", while writing allows multi-layered syntactic
planning.

Conclusion within Discussion. In conclusion, spoken and written English syntax differ
systematically in structure, complexity, and communicative function. These distinctions are essential
for applied linguistics, language pedagogy, and discourse analysis. As digital communication
continues to blur the boundaries between speech and writing, further research should examine hybrid
syntactic patterns emerging in online discourse.
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