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CAPITALIZATION INSTRUCTION IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEXTBOOKS
farry A. GéﬁEFy
i é-‘ =
A}tﬁeugh the proper use of capital letters is generally considered

- essential to effective writing, research on the teaching and learning of
capitalization is virtually nonexistent. In a recent review of the

‘literature pertaining to punctuation and éapitalizati&n, Cronnell (1980)

asserts that "capitalization arouses almost no lnterest“’amﬂﬁg

kauthcritle 'iﬁ composition (p. 1). An examination of past issues of

- Edycatian_lndes reveals thst only one journal article on capitalization,

a gpémpage deé;riptién Qf an_iﬁncvat?VE teaching techﬁiquggfﬂas pub-
'1ishgd;durigg the [570'53 Two dissertation studies {Bgrru§; 1571§
"-Brandt, 1974) gave some atﬁenticﬂ to capitalization as a partléf_their
analyses a?jvariaés appfoaches to teaching the ”%e;haﬁiés“ of writing.
Dnl? @ﬁe-study,'naw 20 yéars old {Odom, 196@)} treats ﬁapigéljzatiaﬁ
instructlén In a systematic and relatlvely thafcugh manner.
;k'?i(ﬂ - l‘ ' The paltry treatment;aﬁacrded this basic sknli by researchers is,
i;;; | ”lf not Justlfiable, perhaps under5fandaﬁ]e Uﬁlnke pﬁnituatiaﬁ (Sée
1Gentry, 1980), with which it is gftaﬂ :Qupled under éhe general ”meghaﬁicé“
headnﬁg;=fagfty.ﬁapital}zatlan seldom iﬁterferes witﬁ t;e meaning of a
'SEﬂtéﬂEéiv-A$ Hilierich.(lS?é,tﬂi 191) *says, ''. . . most uses of capital

letters add little to clarity. [They are] arbitrary social conventions

-and hust be Tearﬁed as a_méttersaf courtesy."
eq afa they Eearned? A numﬁer'cf recent stuﬂias én the writing -
abilities of students suggest that lack of knawledge;abcgt5¢épitalizatian
"is a common source of ef?ar;v ]n!theumést }Eéen; af_thgseiigicgﬁ Canadian
séudgh;i,'enrqiﬁed fn-thg Fcufth; éighth?iaﬁd*twé]Fth érades:pravidéd

o writing samples for-analysis; The examiners report that capitalization




errors were made by EZ% of the F?urth graders, 43% of the eighth gra&grs;
and 42% of ‘the twelfth gfadérs! VH%stages'iﬁ capitalization were ;h%!mést
common c;pe of mechanical errcr>ﬁade by the fourth graders'and the seééﬁd
most common type in higher grades (Bri;ish Columbia Assessment, 19?8);

Equaliy suryrf%%ng results!Qere obtained from a large*sgalé assessment
of the intiﬁg skills of Studéﬁié in the United States ‘(National Assessment,
1972). Of thése students whose writing Q;s deemed ''average,' 39% of
the nine-year-olds, 48% of the thirteen*?gér-a}ds, and 31% of the seventeen-
5 ‘year-olds made?sépitaiizati@n:errarsg‘ Although simi{ar Statisticé are
n@t!évai?ablgtfér‘a fc.' low-up assessmant that was conducted in 1974, a
summary répart issued by the'investjgatars does not report anf significant

i%provément (Nétiéﬁai Assessment, 1975). T

Mazur (fS?E)'Egamined tLé wri;ings aF-AB pupils, six at eaih gradé
sjevel from the fjrs£ thfpgéb the éigh;h-érades. ‘He- found-that &FForE Tn
capitélfzation_werg made bf 502 or more of all ﬁupiis at each grade,levé]
T béy@nd‘tﬁéiFirét gradég EThe amissian of a capital letta? at the beginning
of a sertence was the most iammgn'tiﬁe of mechanical error found in this -
study; 31 QF,tHE §§u§2ﬁts (Es%f;madé this mistake, Haz;r also’ reports
that QZ% of the test g?éup Used capitals inga}rectyy within a 5§;£é;;e and

ZS%EGTmiftéd needed E%pitgls within a séntence,

The results of the Mazur Stuéy $ugg§3tvthat some capitalization
skills are mére”diFfi;ult'than.nthers‘ Odom {1960, 1962) caﬁductéd!
" an inQestigatiQn'thatvﬁ@nFi;%é this hypcth351s. Hé'aﬂmiﬁistEFEd a test
of 37 dlfFerent tapltaltzation skills " to 7818 students in grades four ;
Fave ~and 513, and- Faund Slgnlflcant anFerences in prgflcienzy aﬁréss

skills.and aarass grade levels. The rgsults GFﬁthls study are Shawn in

Table_l-




Table 1

AVERAGE GRADE LEVEL SCORES
FOR CAFITALI?ATIDN TEST ITEMS™

Capitali;atien Skill 4th S5th  6th

Greeting of a a Letter - - 77.50. 79.75 84.25
Cities _ . 70.00 . 77.00 ' 85.25
Countries 4 67.00 76.50 81.75
States AR \ 68.00 74.75 79.50
Pronoun | / 71.25 75.25 78.50
Days of the Week 64.00 70.00 78.25
Months of the Year ‘ . 61.00 65.75 ° 73.00
Nationalities ¢ 56.25 65.75 73.00
Individuals g 57.00 . 65.50 72.°50

~ Monuments . . W75 62.75  72.50
Personal Titles A 53.25 = 61.25 .70.50
Abbreviations of Days and Months 55.25 63.00 69.00
Indian Tribes k.00 . 57.50 68.00
Mountains, Rivers, Shlps, and fFlags 41.00 57.50 66.25
Businesses and Sarvices ) 35.75 54.00 64.75.
First Word in Llne of Poetry 54.75 61.00 63.25
Streets ; hy.75 56.50 63.25
Specific Trains, ShIPS! and Planes. . . .. —52:25—62:25 "~
e ErS € AN PO EEN € words in Ticles - 41,00 50.25 ' .62.00
Organizations and Clubs o 25.75  h46.00 59.00

- Proper Acjectives T . 50.50 58.00-

Initials ' , 38.50 45,50 56.75

Public Buildings - ° 26.75°  W1.75  55.75

Newspapers - ' : - : 53.25

"Box''" and ”Rural Route" in Addresses ..~ k2,00

Closing of -a Letter 35.00 39.75 50.75

Departments of Governmert ' ' 43,75 50.25
Geographical. Plices Coe 43,50 50.25

— v w.c-. . Holidays_and Special Days .. _ . .28.00 41,00 . 50.25
First Word of a Sentence 39.50 h6.25°  49.50

Important Documents _ , 37.00 - 48.25

Each Topic in an Dutlnne 24,25 35,00 47.75

Planets e g - T k2.75

Historical Events N . 24,00 35,00

Sacred Writings and The. Deity ;o i 25.00 31.50 -

"Mother' and "Father'' 6.25 ' 6.75 7.25

Personified Nouns ' R N N1

=

'ﬁAdéPtéd from Odom (1962)
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T : ks an examﬁle of the relative diffic ; d; skills, j
Odom péints to Ehe results obtained in ¢ N Y b of students
to cap alnze«the namés of countries ar ne' . oabr o, O capitalize
Mother and Eé£ﬁé£ when - required by con: - el SEGFééIFGf o
the Countries skill show significant - , '0ss grades, with,

u; . sixéhigrédérs scoring almqsg'szii The 7 e ththrskfi], however,
proved to be extremely difficult at eve s&¢’  with sixth-graders o

scoring less than 8%, only slightly better than students in the_.lower:
gradesi Odom confirmed the difficulty of this latter skill when he
administered the same items tQ a g?@ﬁp of upper-division college students

.and obtained an average §égre of only 20%.
Although Odom's initial study'wés limjted to students in the upper

glemént%ry grades, the results of his invesgféatian have implications
S for the seqUEﬁéing of capitalization skills throughout the elementary

school years. Greene aﬁdvFétty (1971, .p. 259) drew on the Odom study

ffﬁ devising the following list of suggested skills for each grade level:

Grade 1: a. The first word in a sentence. }

b. The child's first and last names. .

, : : ¢. The name of the teacher,. 5$hacl town, street.

. . d. The word 1. ' '

. Items listed for grade one.

The date :

First and important words of titles of books.
Proper names used in children's writings.
Titles of compositions.

Names of titles: Mr., Mrs., Miss.

b B I o T v 1]

ltems 1isted for grades one and two.

Proper names: month, day, common. holidays.

First werd in a line of verse,

First and |mpgrtant words in titles of baaks,

te o o _stories, poems. :

' ‘First. word of salutation Df lﬁfarmal ﬁDtE, as ”Déar;

Grade 3:

oo

e.
- f. Flrst word of closing of. informal note, 'as ''Yours"
. r “Yaur friend."




All that is listed for preceding grades.

Grade 4: a.
: " b, Names of cities and states in general. . .
c. Names of organizations to which ﬁhildFEﬁ‘belaﬁg,
. as Cub Scouts, Grade Four, etc. .
d. '"Mother," ‘'Father,' when used In place of the name. «
e. Local gecgraphical names.
‘Grade 5: a. All that Is listed for previous gradesﬁ
b. Names of streets. :
c. Names of all places and persons, countries, oceans, etc.
d. Capitalization used in outlining,
e. Titles when used with names, such as President Lincoln.
~f. Commercial trade names.,
Grade 6: a. All that is listed for precednﬁg grades
b. MNames of -the Deity and the Bible.
c. First word of a quoted sentence.
d. Proper adjectives, showing racé, nationality, ete.
e. Abbreviaticns of proper nouns and titles.

Greene and Petty emphasize that listings such as this "are merely
guides for the intr@duétion of drill upon the items" (p?!ZSS)!and that

instruction in the various skills should be provided as the need arises.

Alth@ugh they.cantend that language textbooks usgally da not provide

adequate drill or praetlce Far establlshlng gond aapltal ito "fkiils,

&

the authors concede that thé textbook is.likely to detérmine what will

<3

be téught!

For the typical tégsher, overloaded yL;:
¥ subjects, the textbook provides an -organized and

cataloged source of information on the curriculum
considered suitable for instruction in the particular .
grade. . . . Unless he [sic] has been fortunate i
enough, to have had considerable training in methods
of teaching elementary school language arts, the

" classroom teacher is compelled fo depend almost -
entirely on the textbook for suggestions about .
ceaﬁhlng SpEGIFIC types of lessons- (pﬁ' 5&0*54]);

Y &

T . P |
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1f, as’Ergané and Petty suggest;-mush of what students learn is
diréct]y related to the contents DF language arts taxtbaak;, then it
is lmpartant to knaw prec ’. ]y what those contents are. A théraugh
examination of capita!izatiam iﬁStFuﬁtiDﬁAiﬁ textbooks should answer
.such questions as: Ar? capitalization skills given adequate tréatmént
in tgxtb@aks? Are these skills seqﬁéﬁsed in order of diFFiculty?: Daés
the amount of instruction and the sequence of skills differ among series?
. s o
In"order to answer these and Gthér questions, researchers at SWRL.
conducted a computer-assisted analyéi% of the skllis taughtﬁin nine
series of lanquagébérts textﬁa§k§ (géﬂ Appendix A) .- Usiﬁg a-métﬁjx of
II]IS dgs|gned by Pumes (1978) the invgﬁtigatars subje;teﬁ each text
to a detailed, page-by page analysis of instructional content. .Each'
exercise was coded agcarding to content category (e.gg, c it”} 'g
ﬁit135; prcper_adjactivesivetig) These“data were thén processed by com-
puter, rfesulting in a content-specific analysis a% instru;tian at each
grade level. ’ - | ’
The results of the study indicate that while textbook authors
generally agree on thgiiﬁclusicn of certain bésic capitalization skills,
St "sigﬁifigaﬁt“differanées*exiét with régé%d to iﬁtradgctgry levels, |
grade-level sequencing, ﬁhé amount Q?,pra:tiEE'pfdGTdédhcaﬁﬁﬁthe number
of specific skills taught. | o
2 _ All series, for example, provide instruction in %gqe essential
- capitalizat}ﬂn skills: (1) first word in a sentence, (2)’names of
individuals, (3) days of the'weekr (k) months of the year, and (5)
personal titles. Enght of the nine series also teaﬂh thé Fallawnng
skills: (V) pronoun 1, (2) the greeting and/or closing of a letter,

3

(3) thldays and special days, and (b) titles of bookes, stories, etc.

_(see Appendlx E) : 7 ' _ S .

o




B . :A}th@ﬁgh textbook éuthars-%enerali§ égrég }hat such basiaicapitali*’
zation skills should be taught, there is considsrable disagrgément regar@iﬁg
th;'prope? grade level for intréduttian;éf a spaéifig skill or group of =
skills. One series, for exampie,‘daes not teach any capitalization in tﬁe
Fnrst gréde and |ﬁtradu;es only four such skllls in the second gradag
Anather ;ntroduces ten skills in the first grade. The skill labeled

Personal Titles pr@vidéé aﬁ-éktreme example of this lack of unanimity;

two series include it in first grade instruction, four teach it in the

‘second grade, three others teach it in the'thifd grade, and éﬁather delays

i

instruction until the sixth grade. Simi1ar]y, such simple skills as

capitalizing the names' of streets, pets, and months of the yéar-rangé
- from first to fourth grades in level of introduction, 0

= A few capitalization skills are recognized as so basic to wriqggﬂmy

discourse that they geﬁera!iy pre¢edé instructiqgsinSJaEE;Eémmgn skills.

Capltallz|ng the names GF lnd1deu31§Peﬁd pltallzlng the flrst word in

a- sentence-a re‘beth lntraduced in the first gradg by seven series and
Egéapitalfzing the days of the week and the pronoun | are taught in six
first grade texts. Eonvarse]y; four skills never appear earlier than

the third grade: (1) geographical places (e.g., Asia, Pacific Ocean), v

(2) nationalities, (3) quqtatiéhsxandfar dialogue, and (4) the rule for

capitalizing Mother and Father. Most series introduce virtually ai] of

their ;apltallzatlan skills before the h grade. Dnly three aF the
series proyide new instruction in. the FlFth or Slxth _grades. ‘" . -

8]

If any one factor can bE-Sgld to charaﬂterizé the primafy difference = -

between the nine series, it is the overal] emphasis (or lack thereof)

acc@rdéd capita]izaﬁiaﬁ'ﬁki]lé in general. As Appendix C clearly - T o




reveals, tremendous differences exist #ith regard to the number of
capitalization exercises included in texts at various grade levels.
This is most readily apparent in the extreme differences that characterize

Series F and G. While Series G provides a substantial number of exercises
at every grade level and a total of 534, Series F.téaﬁhes capitalization
at only four grade levels and provides only 35 exercises. ' Substantial

di fferences also exist among textbooks at. all grade levels. The greatest

réng% of relative emphasis is found in third grade tekts; two series -have

only three éapftalizatianAExercises at this level, while two other texts

each provide well over one hundred such items. e "%
It is evident from this study that there is little agreement among
textbook authors as tahiﬁstructi*ﬁ in capitalization skills, While all

¥

language:arts sé?{gs include some instruction in the very basic and most

ésseniial skills, such matters as(inir@dgztary levels and amount of o
Eﬁracti§Eﬂaré éggragtérized by a wide véﬁiéty GFEStFatEQiES,- ThE“Faﬁﬁ that :
_ such widespread di?fgﬁgﬁ;es éxist'Suggésts that classrgom teachers ‘and
language arts sgpérvisgrs should examine their aéoptéd texts ﬁareFu]1y”v

to determine the;natufe and extent of instruction that such texts provide.
whéreiéhe textbooks are found to ?e iﬁapprOpri;te for teaching district
objectives and?créthase skills that ;tudeéts need for effective w?f@ing,

E-téaqhers must provide supplemental instruction through other methods

and materials.
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. . APPENDIX B
INTRODUCTORY - LEVELS OF
CAPITALIZATION SKILLS

. -SERIES AND GRADE LEVEL'

| Abbreviations - |4, v%;;;;;Zi;w;;eéff-‘siﬁégizi‘ 3.0 3 1.

Citieg L o0 |3 | 2| |2 |2 a2 i

L b

- Days QF_WgéE s =~2 O

3
| Gedgraphical places | & | & | b

h
Ha]iﬂa;é,‘sbeé%a]:déys 2 .ibi 3 - 3
2

-

;!]ndi!iéﬂaIEJ, o B B A “1.

Taiciats . | 7] 3|3 2 | |3

= Léﬁéaé_ﬁértsﬁ-:' B E | 3 | 3 -_ 3ol

“[honths 6F year |2 o232 [0 TR

1 . i”fbﬂthér_‘“:é:\”Fath;él"”‘;w RN P

3
"iﬂétigﬁalipiéé_gfiif*aﬁ_;'iﬁé'} 3';
2

Personal titles - 32

. | Poetry (first word

t Pronoun L2 o

is,” dialogue. .

| sentence ¢first vogd)

".51 State§ ¥ . fé

WQ,SfE%EtE: - R ?Fma -

\~ifTitles anbpéks,.atgilﬂ




APPENDIX €

© NUMBER-OF CAP ITALIZATION EXERCISES

BY SERIES AND GRADE LEVEL

SERIES

A [ B [ ¢ 7D . F ] & | 8" |71,

L2222

1 13 5 4133 9 -}5,.1 ¥

dlsr o | 0| o3

5 "W ier v

A 25 | 75

6th 9 37, 56 | 27,

235 |97l o | owgo | 35




