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The word ®"grsmepaz® can ba éafined iz at 1ea8t fouz

'3“;d££fe:ant wys: “intuitive grammar,® our intuitive se¢nse cf seipfunce
. BEEY

SE“th

ttnre,_“eﬁfective grammar,® a cossand of the syatactic Fas0urcas
e lasguage; “fgocd' grammar,® the use of scciaily prest%biht

gxaﬁaa:, and ®foraal graaga:,ﬂ the systesatic study of the Aurvs

' of %hé Janguage. Formal gramsar is often advocated qn tie aaﬁungtien

tﬁatxiﬁ.ﬁill lend to the use of ¥good® gramzar and perhaps isprove’
gtudentst ability to write. Houwever, the resulis of reseacch do not

;génerally support either of thass assna;ticas.\aﬁ the fouxr “tggesﬁ of

ggg;aan; it=is igsaitive grasmar and e¢fjlectivé graBmar %&at are Host
basic +o the language arts curricalus. Secegnition and appréciatien
of children's intuitive umderstanding cf sentencs stivctuore apd their

- ability to apply this undorstanding as théy raad can ke gaived”
7 ;gh:ongh the use of miscus analysis and cloze psccedures. 3 varioty of
) zenteace—ccabining activities can be used to help children becoms

eveh pore proficient in .comprehending and using the syntactic
resoiurces of thair language and ultimately hecome more effective
griters. (Author/DS)
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GRAMMAR AND WHAT TO DO WITH IT \ :

as I stared through the machine toward the far end of t:hec: darkened | o ’;

_ géﬁg,,the sphthalmologist said, ;Nbu just tell me vhether this lens is ;%

better or worse than the one;befo);e." X

I Qasn't entiraly sure, but 2\331& "Better." ;

"Fine. Now what about this one?% Is it becgér, or worae?" ‘ ‘%

xActually I couldn't see much différence, and I said so. , é

. “"No," he insisted, "Tell me if it's %ecter or worse." He emphasized §

N the vords, as if I were hard of hearing. %
? ‘ "Yorse," I said, after a pause., I sighed. 'é
ﬁ - "Nowéthis one. Better, or worsei" :
I really couldn't tall, but it seemed hopelsss to admit that. ,i

So I just zat there, frustrated and silemt. §

"Look," said Dr. M., patronizingly, impatiemt. "This is supposed to g

be a simple task. Just tell me whether this lens is better or worse than z

the last one." :

kKB R R ERRE R R R R EE

- \::

Now, what does this chilling anecdote have to do with‘fducation?
A lot, Y think. But the point I want to emphasize here 1s that we must
not let ourselves succumb to such simplistic either-or thinking: to twist
the phrase from a Zisbart ad, it’'- not "us or rust," as the most vocal

proponents of the "back to basics"” movement would have us believe. -
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xndaed, 2 considersble body of xgsearch s&ggests that %B/is generaliy

-
«uﬁeless if noq downright pe“nicious to emphasizqv%bat the publi; often "*

w'v,

e e e ey ) .c-v o . 7

‘conisidexs basic in the téaching of grammar. of.

o .«».g‘

Th term gtammar has many,meanings. ¢t one end of 8 thtinuum.

" might be defined simply as the underlying quﬁctuta a

language, at or,neanuthe other end of the continuum "gramma migb g

- l (

defineg as the formal etLdy of somg perticular deaéxiption quahé

u”

J
%

structuta of 2 lapguage! Here, I would iike to éeal expli fly with i
the fallowing four meanings of the texm grammar e ’7?%‘
Grammar, In one of its more basic genses, "grammar” may gef R,

defined as our intuitive éensa of sentence structurg:y

* +

(word order, functicp words, grammatical endings, and
the like). The key; wand here is intuitive: native

!,,,/

speakers of a languaga.have a functional understanding
J"'

of its structure, evén!thougb they mgy not ba'able to

\

< verbalize that knowledge.

: . Grammar, In s functional sense, "grammar" éight be defined
- ] ,\.,. . 9
; ! as a command of .th& gyntactic resources of the
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language, a gdﬁ%iderable storehouse of syntactic

Ly

constructions which can be both comprehended (in 1listening

. ,
E; ' s .and reading) and produced (in speaking and writing).
- In this sense, the term "grammsr" is more or less

synonymous with "effective grammar.”

i~ ‘ Gzrammary In perhaps its most common se¢nse, “grammar'' is more or
less synonymous with "usage." People talk about ''good

graﬁhar," meaning the use of socially prestigious grammar.

3

!"A!‘*.!‘“\g.f(\“réwx?-¢g e AR T PRPRNNEFANEA A R ~ T N [N - “ee v BN WAt .

e Fao .
A }t;?‘ . &~
Y 3 7 :,'
\. F£A

,.“, LN

Y

.
o
Ja

g

4
VAN

{

N

R :
3% s 2 et > Szt

e, v » L
"»,V >

,

§
;
*

> rne

Svery

L8
o

AL

rNE .
R L e S e

L hs by e A

[Ty

> S

-

Y el e



iz o . PR TR AP AT e R N T
RS e e ™ PR v A e w e s - A - - - R - .
L R4 Sl et} [T " - ‘ ’” . S - -,

. v ~ e -

/ i
Conversely there is "bad grammar,” the use of grammatical

4 s e e s

foxms and constructions which are not prestigious.

2

Grammaré In an educstional sense, "gramﬁhr" ofteu means the

[ A
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formal gstudy of the structure of a language, or even

< iny T gon
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the study of some particular descripﬁion(s) of the

[PUEN
Whe s b

language (e.g. traditional definitions of the parts

4l s zmeet

*

of speech, structuralist lists of basic sentence typas,

Y
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transformational rewrite rules for defining phrase

»,

structure, and so forth).

N\
p )

Thus we are concerned here with four kinds of grammar, what we might -

call intuitive grammar, effective grammar, "good” grammar; and formal

.r

.~ grammar, ;
Inevitably, perhaps, John Q. Public ssems mainly concerned with :4

"good" grammar and with formal grammar: with good grammar because it

has long been taken as the hallmark of the educated person, and with

formal grammar because it has been assumed that the formal study of Q

grammar will lead to the use of good grammar and perhaps will improve ,

students' command of language in broader, less clearly defined ways.
» )

Evidence of these concerns is all too abundant, brought to the fore,

it would seem, by the recent concern about students' ability (or

inability) to write. In my own state of Michigan, for example, the first

published version of the state's Minimal Performance Objectives for
N

Communication Skills Education in Michigan (released arcund 1975) listed
‘ fourteen wziting objectives for third graders. Twelve of these dealt
with grammar, usage, and related aspects of mechanics (complete sentences,

standard usage, capitalization, punctuation, spelling, and handwriting).l
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The importance of good grammar/usage/mechanics is not necessarily

‘at 3gsue here. Even assuming that the mastery of such language con~

Ventions is an important goal of public education, there is ample evidence

»

that 1) heavy emphasis upon such language conventions is detrimental to

R S R )

_effeétive language use; and 2) that the formal study of grammir does not

necessarily lead to the use of "pood" grammar or mose effective grammar.
Yy 8 g 4

“aet i ped ey s

ﬁost a&ult;~have unrealistic assumptiqgs about writing and thé

developpent of writing ability. Ad?lts of;en‘aééume, foF example, that 7
learning to write is largely a matter of,le;rning to eliminéte errors,

and that writing instr;::;on irn the elementary years should focus upon E
basic aspects of good grammar/usage/mechaniés. Both assumptions are !
.untenable, if our ultimate goal is to produce writer cafable of engaging,
& .informing, or persuading an audience. ’

‘ First, as almost any teacher in the eaf}g/gleméntary grades has

observed, children do not master any convention of the writing system
5 all at once, once aad for all. The child who has learned to ieave spaces
’between words when copying a sentence may run words together when
‘. expressing his or her own message on paper; the child who has learned the ;
i‘ "correct" formation of lowercase "b" and "d" may confuse the two shapes ‘
vhen trying to write an entire word; the child who has leérnéa to put a
period at the end of a simple sentence may misuse the period when
incorporating subordinate clauses into his or her written sentences;
3 ' and so forth. Paradoxically, a giant step forward is often accompanied
by a small, temporary step backward.
Thus it is not a simple matter of mastering basic elements of

mechanics and then learning to express one's ideas. Rather, the

development of form goes hand in hand with the development of content.
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.:Furthermore, a/hgavy emphasis upon form may actually stunt

Los N :childrég/s growth in the ability to express and develop ideas. In
the ealy elementary years, especially, children tend to center their

.attention on one aspect of a task, to the virtual exclusion of everything

-

else. Thus one child may conclude that writing,wel} me;;s indenting'each
. . ! . h e A ~ * v
paragraph, another may conclude that writing well means gpelling words

correctly and leaving spaces between words, and so forth. Almost

inevitably, the content of the writing suffers as a result of this

- -

focus upon form. Furthermore, an emphasis upon "correctness' will actually

discourage growth in the effective use of language. The child quickly

learns that it is better to use a short familiar word than to risk mis-

speffing a more sophisticated word, and that it is better to uge short,

-

simple sentences than to risk mispunctuating a more complicated sentence.

language, then we educators nust resist the tendency to overemphasize

.-

/ 1f we want children to become more mature and effective users of
/

——"the importance of "good" grammar.
We must also, I think, resist the tendency to overemphasize the

value of the formal study of grammar. Perhaps some of us have indeed
mastered some conventions of usage in the process of studying grammtr,
and perhaps, in this process, some of u; have become more proficient
at understanding and using the syntactic resources of our\language.
Perhaps. But apparently we are not typical, because reliable research
studies indicate that, in general, the formal study of grammar has
no appreciable effect upon the overall quality of students' writing

(see, for exampie, Petrosky's review of Harris 1972 and of Ellé; et al.

Furthermore, research suggests

% 0.

1976, in Necember 1977 Engiish Journal).
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iiﬁhit'the formal studi,of good grammariisage/mechanics may be léss

égé;ﬁfu}'in Btinging about improvement in these areas than direct

-w&prgﬁéi;é and guldance in writingw(narrié, as reported by Petroskys
.Enrﬁus,'aS';egérteq by Lundsteen). . ’ .

It should .be noted, too, that most of tﬁe studies showing little

Lo

.

value in grammar stﬁdy have been done with secondary level studenss.
For eiemenfary teachers, thereris a fug;?ef caution: the formal atud§'
of grammar may require abstract feasoning processeﬁ which typically do not
emerge unti% adolescence or beyond. Certafhiy students may be ablé te
parrot definitions: "a noun is the.name qf a'peréén, plqé;, thing; or
idea," and 'so forth. And some students may formulate a coﬁcept of a
“noun (or whatever) through the process of induction, much-as the typilcal
Amerxican child comes, say, to fofmulate a resonably conventional concept
of a dog. But nouns, verbs, adjectives, and’adverbs are a lot more
‘@bglracc than dogs, cats, cows, and horses, so children may have considerable
difficulty ih formulaéing conventional concepts of such grammatical terms.
AnG without an intuitivé grasp of basic grammatical concepts, the pre-
adolescent may well be unable to perform the kind of analysis typically
requiréh in formal grammar study. Hence it seems-that- the formal study
of grammat may have little if any place in the élementary classroom
* In summary, then, empfrical research does not justify the formal
teaching of grammar cn pragmatic grounds. Furthermo?é» a heavy emphasis
upon "good" grammar is crunterproductive, especially in the early
elementary years.

Obviously, however, it is not enough to be negati&E?’NIf we

-

resist or reject the clamor for increased attention to "good" grammar

. B . ‘
and formal grammar, then we must be prepared to define what asgpects or
A
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"kinﬁg ot gfamma; (1f any) are appropriate in elementary language arts

- Py .

" . :éducation. I would argue for the importance of the other two kinds .

'6fA§rqw\ r mentioned but not §et discussed: intuitive grammar, and

‘effective .grammar,

. , L

4 -

Agaip, the term "intuitive grammar' is merely a shorthand label
e . A \ .

for our intuitive sense of sentence structufe (woFa order, function

ﬁords, g;ammatical endings, and so foftb). For‘the bettgr part 9§ -
Swo decades now, it has been ;;mmonplace for'iinguists to a;;erﬁ that
childrea entering school intuitively know the grammar of their native
language. Teachers must come to understand and gpprCiate children:s
uncon;cious é}ammacical knowledge, as we%l as to understand the nature

of the language processes thaf they are trying te spimuiate. Then,

with such a background, teachers can use their ow? Lnderstanding of

language structure and the language processes in helping children

coﬁpréhend and use the syntactic constructions of theij language.

In short, such informed tshcﬁers can help children develop more effective

/
grammar.

In such short space, I can only begin to indicate some of the facts

about language structure and use that should be common knowledge among
teachers, particularly fifTentary'teachers. Given such limitations, I

vill emphasize just one crucial but seldom understood point: that errors

can be a positive sign., This point hag alreadg been touched upon,

with respect to writing. The child who is moving from mere copying to

self-expression zﬁ}l make mistakes in spacing,Aletter formation, and so

. 4
v

forth; the child who is growing in his/her understanding of concepts and
use of words will make mistakes in speliing; and the cb'ld who is growing
in his/her written vse of syntax will make mistakes in sentence structure *

0 (%
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kﬁglor punctue {op. The teacher who appreciates the child's intuitive

. 2

érésp of sttuéxuée will leddn to recognize and-accept such signs of

’

progress, knowing .that lasting growth comes only through trial and error.
In tggding; too, erfors can be a éositive sign. Take, for

_example, the following error or “miscue," as departures from the text

2 ’

are now commonly called. The lire division here is the same as in
. W

~

.thé original text (from Goodman and Burke’1972): §

- - {‘
) :3F [
I first saw Claribel when I was

working in my office.

-

This miscue could be analyzed on any one of at least three levels of
langhage. On the grapho/phonic level, the level of letters and sounds, ,

- we would observe that the first and last letters of the text word have
:;- . /
been reversed, and the sequence of sounds in the misqpe is totally

;, different. On the word level,we would observe that the word gsaw has

P o

been substituted for the text word was. It is only when we look at the

syntactic/semantic lgvel that we see the positive nature of the miscue:
it fits with both the graﬁmar and the meaning of the preceding part
of the sentence. ’ Rose—ﬁarie Weber's stgdy of first graders showed that
abéut 90% of the time, even the gégﬁgg readers' miscues fit with the
gramnar ¢f what came before. And about 60% of the time, even the pocrer
reader's miscues fit with the follewing grammar as well.

Instead of just analyzing and categorizing rzading miscues at the
word leﬁgl, teachers reed tbiexamine miscues at the levei of grammar and
meaning. Consider, for exampie, the following)set of miscues from a

reader with about two months. of reading instruction:

She WP O W
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“ﬂﬁctﬁal miscue Wozd level Grammar and meaning
A i level
. (indicate type
- . of miscue) 8 = 2 =
ot ] 2 2 g
. e . -
[2J ” [2J [as
= = = =
Tt J ng. - ah
. '8 P % TN
-0 - o Y e
1] 0 , o J
& i B '3
] 2 3 - 3
= ® ‘@ ] 2
o n g £
" " ® ®
. ]
s .8 & 2
. ] 5] ) 3
" " o @
The.
Get a ball, Mary. substitution yes yes yes yes
Who rides with Mike?
CAR e ingertion and yes yes yes yes
Mary rides with Mike. ! substitution (?)
Mary said,"Play ball, Jeff." '
bt‘ i ‘ —
, Mike and I want to play;’ insertion yes ==- yes —-=-
Mike said, "I can't ride. ‘ .
PV I A o
I can't play with Jeff and Mary. reversal yes yes yes yes
- .
tyRI can 'play ball." insertion yes yes yes yes
Velvet will go gj,up the tree. omission yes yes yes vyes

At the word level,each of these miscues would of course be considered an

error, pure and simple: a substitution, insertion, reversal, or omisgion,
as the case may be. But at the level of grammar and meaning, the posifive
nature of these miscues becomes apparent: each miscue results in a gram-

2
matically correct sentence, and in some cases the miscue makes the meaning
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gge% more explicit than in the original (3ee the fuller discussion in
. Weaver, forthcoming). In shoxt, these miscues reflect the child's
igﬁuigivé sense of senfence structure and indidate that he tries to

make good grammar and good sense out of what he reads.

< -

-

Teachers who make a habit of looking at children's miscues in cortext

will doubtless not be so quick to conclude that children need to study
grammar in.order to improve their reading. However, some children do need
to bg encouraged to use their intuitive 8ense‘of language chucture:qg

g they read,particularly if their readirg instruction has rlaced heavy |
emphasis on phonics or a sight word approach. One activity teachers finda
useful is simply that of filling in missing words. Try, for example, to
£411 in the words missing from my current favorite example, the opening

: passage nf "The Fisherman and his wife" (The Brother; Grimm,.1945; see

Weave471977):

There once was a fisherman who lived with his

in a miserable little clogse to the sea. Be went

to fish/;very day, and he fished and fished, and at last one

day as he was sitting looking deep down into the shining

i

e

» he felt something ;h his » When he
hauled it up, there was 4 oun_the end of the line.
~ \

Obviously such an activity is most Jseful if the students discuss their
answers and explain how their choicé fits, in each case, the grammar and
the meaning signaled by the context.

In additdon to encouraging children to use their intuitive grasp

~

of eentencé structure as thzy read, teachers need to help children learn

to cope with difficult or unfamiliar syrzactic constructions. Instead of

11
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if?- S iemphasizing grammatical terminology, teachers can merely adopt &

YKQDUNNIT approach, asing WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE types of quastions.

3%%;‘& . ’ Af an example, let us look at én excerpt from an g, g, Cummings poem,
Y
SR . "%he hours rise up puttiug off stars." Before reading the poem, the

v
L - "
3 _— e .

tgacher might prepare students for the central metaphors by encouraging

them to imagine what kind >f clothes time might wear, how light might

gé; o walk, how a city might spesk and look, and so forth.' Then, after

reading the poem to the class, the teacher might ask questionz like

s 0 ! .

5 those indicated: ‘ N ,

!

$ ‘ the houvs rise up putting off stars and it is Who or what is getting up? {(The hours.)

: What kind of clothes are the haqurs taking
¢ — of€? (Stars.) ! "

Who or what is walking in the
street of the sky? (Light.)
18 What else is light doing?
B:éﬂBlcho (Scattering poems.)

o ”
. v';‘ [SPveY
EyovED 365 10
TERLED .
: L ¥ :at does the city do?
(It wakes up.)

Hﬁ&jhgs a song upon hzr mouth :
and T8eath in hew eves? (The city.):
mouth having death in her eyes :

Such analysis can be the starting polnt for more alvery types of questions,

like "Why would a city have death in itg/her eyee?” And of course both types

of questions should lead to a fuller appreciation of tﬁé poen and, in .

general, to a fuller understanding o{'che syntax wf our language.
Sentence-comhining activities are another means of increasing students’

receptive a;d productive command of grammar (see Hughee 1975 end O'Bare 1973).

In addition to,the various kinds of preformulated exercises found in such

useful books as Strong's Sentence Combining and O'Hare's Sentencecraft,




* "rhe hours

\,n:e&digg andlar wedeing activicy. In preparation for Cumminga
“‘ris& up,“ fot example, a teacher wight have students combime "Light walks
'inta the a:rest of the sky” wirh %Light is scattering paema.” to produce

) -s';;g;tﬁx» xasulte as the following:

Light walke into the street of the sky, seattering poens. "E
. N 4 . ) . »
g . Seattering poems, light walks into the street of the skys o

Raving built up such sentences from basic underlying sentences, studhnts - "3

wil® be hettet able to comprehend Curmings’ ac :ual line, "io%o the streat

nf\the sky ligh: walks scattering poems.”

1

But of course such preparatory sentance-combining activities nasd

pot be so tightly structuved. The teacher could begin, for egaayle, ) '1
by asking students to imagine how light might move through the gky: it 1 2
night glide, for instance, or streak, or stalk, Chbosing one of these, 4

yne reacher could write s basic sentepce on the board:

Light streaks through the sky.

Then the teacher might ask the clasa to focus on one aspect of personified
lighe, such as ita eyes. How do igs eves look? What can its eyes be comparved :
to? Techaps the class will suggest that its eves are fi1l with suns, oY "

streaming with stars. YNow we have tvo santancas! ‘ ’ :

Light streaks thrbugh the sky.

Its eyves are gtremsing with starvs.

Thaatjgentancea can be combined te g've, among other possibilities,

13 —
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" ¢hin geritencs
.
;]

Lﬁght streaks thyough the sky, its eyes streaming with stars.

- .
Hext, in respense to the question "Houw does light move?”, the class might
suggest such possibilities as “slowly,” “quickly," “swift Qs a comet."

Adding the latter idez to euéhﬁquing~sen:ence, ve night have

Swift as & comet, light streaks through the sky, {ts eyes streaniung

‘v with stars,

Additional sentence-combining activities could precede not enly a reading
and discussion of Cumnmings' poem, but also the writing of original poems.
For example, f£ive minutes’' concentration on the way heme from the doctor's

office produced the following haiku:

Swift as a comet,
Eves sctreanming with crystal siars,

Streake the fire god, Light.

~
A

It's not exactly great literatyre, I'll admit; in fact, it's not literature
“at all. But it is better than I could have done without the preceding
sentance-combining activity. I might add, too, that such sentence-combining
san also be valuable in the rewriting gtage, te help writersz flesh out
skeletal {deas with desecriptive and narrative de:aii,

Is paseing, we night alsc note that™one can "teaéhﬁ-vetbs by
eliciting a set of action words like “glides," "streaks," and "stalks."
Similazly, one can “teach" absolutee by helping studsnts create phrases

1ike "its eyes streaming with stars.” In fact, one might even offer the

. term "verb" or "absolute" as the students are in the process of developing

I I

o gt
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ltﬁewcgﬁ;épt. Tyt such ineidental teaching of grammar is a far czy from
:,;;g gyétemgtia‘atudy of formal grammar advocated by the mest vocal of the
" MBaek to basics" advocates.

“Instead of a.hesvj emphasis on “good" grammar and formal grammar,
‘then, ﬁhaa'wa educators can offer; s an understanding and aﬁpreciaciﬁn
of children's intuitive sense of grammar, coupled with an zbility to
Ahsip children become more effective in comprehend;ng and producing
langusge. It is intuitive grammar and effective grammar that sze nost

3

dasic to the language arts curriculunm.
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FOOTNOTES

£

M v
- 2

ﬁlThgsg communicaticn objectives are currently being revised. Thanks .

«

,1;6.:he efforts of the Michigan Council of Teachers of English, the new set

) pf‘vritiﬁg objectives will be considerably broader. Similar improvements
can be expected in other areas, due to the increased involvement of the

~

Michigan Reading Association and the Michigan Speech Association.
, 7 )
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