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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #22: Modifiers: modifer strings and commas; compound modifiers; various problems with modifiers; useless modifiers and habitual hair-splitting

1. Modifer strings and commas.

Copyediting:

Use a comma between coordinate adjectives if the word and could be read between them.  The company is committed to hiring intelligent, aggressive people.

Do not use a comma to separate an adjective from a word group.  Marjorie stood on the shaky black platform.  [You wouldn't say "shaky and black";  apparently "black platform" is a word group unlike "aggressive people"]

Sam eyed the group of sad, bored office workers. [No comma between "bored" and "office"]

Chicago Manual of Style:

Separate two or more adjectives by commas if each modifies the noun alone.  Fred had proved a faithful, sincere friend.  It was going to be a long, hot summer.
If the first adjective modifies the idea expressed by the combination of the second adjective and the noun, no comma should be used.  Blanche stood beside a tall blue spruce.  ["blue spruce" is a kind of tree]

He had no patience with the traditional political institutions of his country.  ["political" and "traditional" are not coordinate]

American Usage and Style:

Commas are often used superfluously used to separate adjectives that apply cumulatively rather than separately.  a hard [,] second look, a balky [,] old sultan, two [,] short, gloomy acts.  The test is whether and can be substituted for the comma;  if not, the comma is excessive.  There is a tendency to omit all commas from a series of adjectives;  a short exciting chase;  a hot dusty road.

Practical Guide to Writing:


Adjectives in a series may cause difficulty.  [The following commas are correctly omitted]  a funny silent film;  a famous French professor.  In each of these examples, the adjective immediately before the noun forms with the noun a compound that is modified by the earlier adjective.  That is, the adjectives are not a coordinate series (what is funny is not simply a film but a silent film, what is famous is not simply a professor but a French professor) and so commas are not used.  Compare:  a famous, arrogant French professor.  In this example, "famous" and "arrogant" form a coordinate series.  If in doubt, see if you can replace the commas with "and";  if you can, the commas are correct.

Examples:

A BT3 and an FA had to sound the three [,] wing tanks on the port side.

[no comma]

My backseater was a student NFO in advanced [,] jet training just five [,] short flights way from wings.

[no commsa]

It was a beautiful [,] Friday afternoon.

[no comma]

While loading an unbalanced [,] preloaded TER ...

[comma]

... the hand crank flew off and hit a DK3 on his lower [,] right leg.

[no comma]

The procedures then in effect did not require a pre-closure [,] panel inspection.

[no comma]

2. Compound modifiers

Compound modifiers should be joined by a hyphen as necessary to assist understanding.

These cases probably don't need one:  snow-covered hills, an odd-looking man.

These cases probably do:  a small-animal hospital, an old-time clock.

The desirability of the hyphen in such instances must be decided by the writer.  Nevertheless, it is worse to leave out the hyphen when it is desirable than to use it where it is not essential.  Judicious hyphening unquestionably aids comprehension and speeds the reader on his way.

One test...is to apply the modifiers separately to the noun.  If they are ambiguous unless taken together, they should be joined by a hyphen. This example needs some hyphens: a total anti air pollution system.
Compound modifiers do not require the hyphen when they occur in the predicate (that is, after the element modified).

a well-educated man

The man was well educated.

[from American Usage and Style, The Consensus]

The President's plan provides for nursing-home care.

They have enable the five-inch-gun crew to iron out kinds in its fire-control system.

It has achieved wide acceptance by word of mouth.

Word-of-mouth advertising

[from The AP Stylebook]

When a compound modifier -- two or more words that express a single concept -- precedes a noun, use hyphens to link all the words in the compound except very and all adverbs that end in ly.

a first-quarter touchdown

a bluish-green dress

a full-time job

a know-it-all attitude

3. Various problems with modifiers

After dismantling sections of the flooring, the cat and two kittens were found in the cockpit area.

[They must have been strong cats with good tools]

The Chief of Naval Operations (OP-45) is distributing new safety videotapes to afloat units with a NAVOSH Videotape User's Guide.

[misplaced modifier -- if you don't have the guide, you don't get the tapes?]

. . . has instituted a $5,000 accidental loss of life insurance policy for purchasers.

[sounds like it insures them against losing their policy.  Make it: "a $5,000 insurance policy for purchasers should 
they accidentally die"]

robotic manufacturers

[manufacturers of robots]

Now more than ever, a good sailor of the month and sailor in the spotlight program. . .

[10 modifiers to "program"]

Initially the only helicopter support squadron on the East Coast, Dec. 3, 1984 saw a long-awaited split establishing HC-8.

[the next thing after “East Coast” must be “HC-8,” because Dec. 3 isn’t a squadron]

The program explains the effects of drugs and alcohol on the brain, serving as an anesthetic that rapidly affects vision, hearing and motor skills.

[“…brain; they serve as an…]

Driving in the hot sun, her head began to throb.

[who was doing the driving?]

Each year, hundreds of follow-up letters are sent from the Safety Center to Navy commands attempting to obtain data not reported... 

After pulling the port main mount ground lock and while the second engine was being started, the huffer air hose separated from the coupling clamp.

[Where is the person who was "pulling"?  also, "port...lock" is ugly--try "ground lock on the port main mount"]

Warm weather operations require many ships to reduce their machinery space watch station stay times.

[1st 6 words create a misleading subj.-verb-object string, because "many ships" is not the direct object of the verb.  Make it "require that many ships..."  Also, "machinery...times" is a foul noun string."]

For additional information or bird-aircraft strike hazard reduction, call . . .

[For more information on reducing aircraft-birdstrike hazards...]

I had entered the paraloft with my beloved multi gadgeted kneeboard in plain view for all to see.

“[…beloved, multi-gadgeted kneeboard in plain view.”]

The pace was rapidly moving along for our air wing bombing det at NAS West.

{“The pace was rapid for our air-wing bombing det…”]

The soft deck definition is simple enough, except for just exactly what constitutes slow speed maneuvering. Everyone seems to have his own idea of how slow he can safely fly his aircraft. But does he really? 

[“Defining ‘soft deck’ is easy enough, but defining ‘slow-speed maneuvering’ is more difficult.”]

During an in house flight as an adversary instructor, I found myself in the typical tight rolling scissors between A-4s...

[in-house; typical, tight, rolling…]

take up devices not marked. . . no hearing protection sign posted. . . stopper bar trip handles not labeled. . . no test label plate attached or test is not current. . . no heavy weather placards posted on all deck levels. . . no men working aloft placards posted on all deck levels.

[take-up, hearing-protection, stopper-bar, test-label, heavy-weather, men-working-aloft]

There are several reasons for the welcome decline in the accident frequency:  better trained SE operators, effective local SE misuse and abuse programs…

[Re-cast to avoid compound modifiers at the end: “effective local programs for SE misuse and abuse”]

The trough is accentuated with higher natural wind velocities.

["higher" is misplaced from wind]

. . . a better set of tools to maintain their all too frequently failing power plants.

[to maintain their power plants, which were failing all too frequently]

EMS has even been a valuable accident board tool. . .

[a valuable tool for the accident board]

HEED is a small, high pressure 1,800-psi aluminum tube with a demand regulator that provides air for breathing, as required.

["high-pressure" is compound modifier.  sentence reads that the regulator provides air--is that true?  also, "as required" is not necessary]

"I took the regulator off the top and attached it to a small one-man life raft bottle."

[why no commas after modifiers?]

4. Useless Modifiers and Habitual Hair-Splitting

Although most of the qualifiers and modifiers in the following examples are not grammatically wrong, most of them are unnecessary.  At worst and at their most obvious, they are redundant.

The tendency to pile on useless modifiers -- "proper," "applicable," "appropriate," and the like -- implies paranoia on the part of the author, who seems to think that the readers are stupid.  If he tells them to "look in the manual" to find out how to do a specific job, the won't look in the right manual unless he tells them to look in the "applicable" manual.  In other words, if the job in question involves inflating tires and he just tells them to "look in the manual," the reader is liable to wander off and look in the hydraulic manual.  If, however, the author writes "look in the appropriate manual," only then will the reader pick the tire manual instead.

As an editor, examine the implications of a statement with and without the modifier.  If an author writes "The helo crew reviewed appropriate NATOPS and dumped fuel," what does the modifier "appropriate" add?  If you delete it, are you saying that the helo crew began randomly browsing through pointless sections of NATOPS?

These modifiers slip in so effortlessly;  that alone should be enough to make author and editor nervous.  Consider this sentence:  "If you don't understand a word, look it up."  See how easy it is add modifiers:  "If you don't fully understand a word, look it up in a dictionary."  Or, "... look it up in an authoritative dictionary."  Or, "... accurately look it up in an authoritative dictionary."  And so on.

Examples:

Naval Ships Technical Manual requires the use of qualified fire watches when hot work endangers others spaces. . . Before anyone starts hot work, a qualified fire marshal must inspect the area for potential fire hazards and remove them.

[the first use of "qualified" is questionable -- does NSTM ever require unqualified fire watches? -- and the second is wrong.  also, is "potential" necessary?]

When I returned to home base I realized that things had gone a little easier because I had recently studied the proper procedures.

[as opposed to studying the wrong procedures]

Everything seemed to be working properly except the TACAN which had an off-flag.

[“working” means “working properly,” so the adverb “properly” is rarely needed; also need a comma after “TACAN”]

Finally, the AMEs would have done a CDI inspection in accordance with the appropriate MIMs.  No matter how much we train personnel to follow established policy and proper maintenance procedures...

["appropriate," "established" and "proper" are all useless]

...NAVSEA Op-04, which covers proper afloat storage facilities and procedures to safely store removed cads and rocket motors.

["proper," "safely" unnecess.]

Brand new extinguishers are coming from supply already past due on the hydrostatic test date.

["brand new"?]

Determine if there are any material problems with the gage.  If so, have the manufacturer research and fix as necessary.

["as necessary"?]

In the debrief we discovered that the lead had been totally unaware of the entire incident.

["totally"?]

multiple violent compressor stalls

[since "stalls" is plural, "multiple" is redundant]

Leave the youngsters with a competent older member of the family or with a reliable babysitter.

[without the modifiers, are we telling people that it would be OK to leave the kids with incompetent grandparents and unreliable babysitters?]

The head of the activity must permit OSHA representatives to conduct inspections at applicable workplaces without delay.

[smothered verb, also]

Ensure that OSHA visitors are accompanied at all times by the appropriate safety, fire or health representative.

[delete “appropriate,” another word that is rarely necessary]

Send copies to the appropriate chain-of-command for resolution.

[ditto]

Tell people in the chain of command so they can take the correct action before it's too late.

["take...action" is a smothered verb.  "correct" is unnecessary]

He found the overboard and suction valves weren't closed completely.

["completely" is unnecessary]

lower-than-acceptable torque readings

[low torque readings]

...make sure the flags are secured properly.

[does "secured" imply that they may be secured improperly?]

Check their overall condition.

["overall"?  If you say, "check their condition," do you mean just to glance at part of them?]

By established maintenance SOP, at least three complete inventories should have taken place.

[can you have an SOP that isn't "established"?]

The revised 180-day interval properly coincides with the annual requirement (360 days) to replace the valve cartridge in the remote controller and the seals in the detachable fittings.

[is there a difference between "coincides" and "properly coincides"?]

Now comes the question of how to properly track periodic maintenance of tire-inflator assemblies.

["how to track" implies doing it correctly.  Try:  "How can you track periodic maintenance of tire-inflator assemblies?"]

If you're like most aviators, you plan your mission and route fairly meticulously."

["fairly" contradicts the word it modifies]

[from a Navy message] Cause of death:  Strangulation from apparent suicide, resulting in massive cardiac arrest.

[is "massive" necessary?  is there such a thing as a "minor" cardiac arrest?]

… a rollback is not an extremely serious emergency.

[delete “extremely”]

The malfunctions we faced were fairly straightforward…

[weak adverb]

I was the det OinC and very preoccupied with helping solve the usual last-minute changes…

[“very” is unnecessary]
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