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Natural Grammar provides a way for the junior high or

high school English teacher to draw upon students'

"natural," or subconscious, knowledge of the systems and

structures of spoken English. When such subconscious

knowledge is conceptualized (brought to the conscious

level), the students can transfer that knowledge to their

writing. Natural grammar, in other words, allows the

teacher to begin with what students already know, so that he

or she may help students to build upon that knowledge in the

context of the students' own writing.

Chapters include a brief history of grammar

instruction, a synopsis of the theories that contributed to

the development of natural grammar, a description of natural

grammar, and suggestions for implementation of natural

grammar in the classroom.
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INTRODUCTION

Studies by the National Council of Teachers of English

(NCTE) have provided strong evidence that the teaching of

"formal" or "traditional" grammar in isolation does not

improve student writing performance. The first of these

studies, entitled Research in Written Composition and

conducted in 1963 by Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer for

NCTE, unequivocally condemns grammar instruction: "the

teaching of formal grammar [i.e. parts of speech, sentence

diagramming, workbook exercises, etc.] has a negligible or,

because it usually displaces some instruction and practice

in actual composition, even a harmful effect on the

improvement of writing . . ." (1). Later, in the 1986 study

published under the same title, conducted this time by

George Hillocks, Jr., NCTE confirms and solidifies its

previous opinion: "None of the studies reviewed for the

present report provides any support for teaching grammar as

a means of improving composition skills" (1). Such

conclusions imply that centuries of grammar instruction have

been essentially fruitless. Therefore, many theorists and

instructors are abandoning formal grammar instruction.

However, many individual teachers and school districts--and,

more importantly, textbook publishing companies--still cling

to the sinking boat of grammar.

1
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Why do so many of us continue to cling to the "old"

(formal) method of teaching grammar? The fact remains that,

without some kind of instruction in the systems and

structures of Standard English (i.e. "usage that conforms to

community norms for written and spoken language appropriate

for public discourse" [Klammer & Schulz 487]), expository,

persuasive, and creative writing prove to be impossible

tasks for many students. Therefore, despite the numerous

reports condemning grammar instruction, there are no

grammarless composition classrooms. For, in the process of

teaching composition, teachers must address the issue of

grammatical correctness.

For example, would we allow a student to mail a letter

to her Congressperson if the first line read, "I be a senior

at X High School and I really concerned about the economy?"

of course not. Grammar is an undeniable part of composition

instruction. The above-mentioned NCTE reports merely show

that grammar taught in isolation from the actual writing

process is ineffective. The problem becomes, then, a matter

of discovering, defining, and implementing a new method of

grammar instruction--one that encourages and aids students

in transferring their grammatical knowledge to the actual

writing situation and is accessible to students at all

levels of education and personal growth.

I propose a synthesis of the ideas of several prominent

theorists--including Linda Flower, Walter J. Ong, Rollo W.
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Brown, Martha Kolin, Kenneth Burke, and Mina Shaughnessy--

with the classical theory of Quintilian in order to produce

a more effective form of grammar instruction: "natural"

grammar.

I derived the concept of natural grammar from the idea

of natural rhetoric, the rhetoric one uses unconsciously in

daily oral and written communication. For example, one does

not have to know what hyperbole is to use it effectively: my

seventh grade students frequently employ hyperbole in their

speech and in their writing. A student once claimed that

his mother was abusing him by saying , "She's trying to

starve me! She only gave me two cornflakes this morning,

and I probably won't get any dinner. I think she hates me."

His rhetorical aim, to gain sympathy, was achieved through

exaggeration. The student's unconscious use of hyperbole to

increase the power of his message was natural rhetoric.

Natural grammar works in much the same way as natural

rhetoric. It draws upon students' "secondary orality," the

"orality induced by radio and television [and] by no means

independent of writing" (Ong 41). Oral speech, according to

Ong, "wells up out of the unconscious, supported by

unconsciously organized grammatical structures . . ." (40);

whereas, writing is an artificial construct, unnatural and

terrifying to many students. Consequently, students speak

much more confidently and naturally than they write. For

example, I tutor a seventh-grade girl who has wonderful
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ideas, but has trouble putting them on paper. She can tell

me what she wants to say, rapidly outlining a structure, the

main idea, and several strong supporting details, but she

usually writes only a few stilted lines before she stops,

claiming that it sounds all wrong. She won't even try to

continue because she lacks confidence in her grammatical

skills, which she needs in order to transfer her thoughts to

the paper. She feels incapable of continuing, even though

she has just eloquently recited the entire piece to me! By

drawing upon the natural grammar she exhibits in her speech,

I can usually reassure her that she really does know how to

communicate effectively. Together, then, we work through

the written grammatical conventions which signify the

cadences and expressiveness of speech. We read her drafts

aloud frequently, revising constantly, so that she learns

written grammar as a part of the process of writing. Hence,

the natural (oral) grammar ensures transferability to the

actual writing situation (as opposed to the proven non-

transferability of monotonous grammar workbook exercises).

The teacher, then, works as a facilitator--a guide who

points out the grammatical and rhetorical tools that will

enable Writers in Growth (WIGs) to write as well and as

confidently as they speak. The ultimate purpose of this

transfer from the natural mode of spoken communication to

the less natural mode of written communication is, as

always, for students to be able to write correctly (i.e., to
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use standard English grammar and rules of usage) and

consequently gain the ability to obtain "consubstantiality,"

or identification between the writer and the reader with

virtually any audience (Burke 20). Students must be given

the opportunity to practice transferring natural grammar

into conceptual grammar frequently in "real" writing

situations.

A brief outline of each chapter follows. I will cover

the history of grammar instruction, present practices in

composition instruction, my theory of natural grammar, and

methods for implementing natural grammar in the secondary

classroom.

Chapter I: History and Development of Grammar Instruction

In this chapter, I will explore the origins and

development of formal grammar instruction from the classical

period to the early twentieth century in order to establish

a genealogy of what has been tried in the past, the relative

effectiveness of each school of thought, and what progeny

sprang from each pedagogical effort.

Chapter II: Present Practices and Trends

This chapter will explain the reasons behind and the

effects of the split between the reactionary traditionalists

and the progressive writing-as-process supporters who

dominate many secondary schools today. I will address



6

several of the revolutionary concepts in composition

pedagogy that have been sweeping the worlds of English and

education off of their collective feet since the 1970s. In

addition, I will evaluate methodologies such as the whole

language movement, sentence combining, the Atwell writing

workshop, Flower's reader-based prose, and others for their

effectiveness in conveying transferable and applicable

grammar skills.

Chapter III: Natural Grammar

This chapter is the embodiment of my theory of natural

grammar. I will explain in detail each theory that became a

part of my synthesis: Martha Kolln's "rhetorical grammar,"

which gave me an understanding of grammar as a series of

rhetorical choices; Linda Flower's "reader-based prose,"

which supported the idea of grammar as an audience-oriented

tool; Walter Ong's literacy and orality, which reminded me

of the need to reunite the written and spoken media in the

composition classroom; and Rollo Walter Brown's concept of

the "mother tongue," which explains the French method of

language instruction--through dictation and constant shifts

between writing, speaking, listening, and reading. All of

these theories came together to create natural grammar,

which is a new, positive way of approaching grammar

instruction by drawing upon the oral rhetorical tradition
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(Kennedy 15) as well as the students' own subconscious

knowledge of language structures which

manifests itself most fluently in verbal expression.

Chapter IV: Implementation

Here is a list of the basic concepts to be covered in

this chapter:

1. Schemata--a term from educational psychology

which describes the mental "slots" into which

new information/knowledge is placed. In

other words, we start with what students

KNOW, find a common schema and relate new

information to it. Students already know an

informal oral grammar, the one they learned

from their parents and from the primarily

oral culture in which they grew up. The

facilitator's job is to help students plug

the corresponding written grammar into the

existing schemata.

2. Conference, conference, conference The more

students verbalize their thoughts and

feelings during prewriting, drafting,

revision, and editing, the more closely

linked their speaking and writing skills

become. Also, students can take part in

setting their own writer's goals with the
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teacher, and even help establish their

grades.

3. Read aloud as much as possible. Researchers

in reading education have known for a long

time that reading aloud is the best way to

teach a child language skills. The same

applies in the composition classroom;

students get to "publish" pieces by reading

them aloud and by receiving feedback from the

audience. This practice helps students to

establish a real audience to whom they may

write--something distinctly lacking in past

years, when the only audience was often a

single teacher--and to actually hear their

own writing in its oral form. Writers often

realize, when they hear their work out loud,

that certain phrases are awkward and need to

be changed, or that whole sections of their

writing are absolutely wonderful and should

be kept.

4. Dictation. The concept of dictation (based

on Rollo Walter Brown's How the French Boy

Learns to Write) can be used to help students

translate the language they hear into

writing. The teacher dictates a passage from

a prose work, while the students transcribe
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it as exactly as possible into their

notebooks. Immediately after, the teacher

talks through the grammar, mechanics,

spelling, and stylistic choices made by the

writer. The students make corrections as

necessary and take note of new structures.

Through the constant repetition of such an

exercise, students eventually learn, by

example, the "correct" way to write. In the

same manner as art students learn color and

form by studying and imitating the masters'

works, composition students can learn grammar

by imitating the literary masters' styles and

structures.

5. Always work slowly from the natural to the

less natural. The teacher should continually

make schematic connections between what is

familiar and comfortable and what is new and

difficult. The ultimate goal is to establish

a comfortable relationship between the writer

and standard written English.

6. Applications and classroom activities. I

will include exercises which will encourage

students to transfer verbal fluency and oral

skills to the writing situation.
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The ultimate goal of the writing facilitator (the

teacher) is to help students acquire the rhetorical and

grammatical means by which they may adequately 
concretize

and communicate the nebulous thoughts and ideas that 
exist

in their minds. Moreover, the facilitator must help the

writing student to recognize standard linguistic structures.

After all, the ultimate goal of the writing student is

consubstantiality, or the ability to create a sense of

identification between himself or herself and the audience.

The writing teacher can help guide his or her students

toward consubstantiality by bringing forth the students'

natural knowledge of grammar, since grammar codifies the

language for all its users.

Grammar should therefore be regarded as a rhetorical

tool, an empowering instrument to be bestowed upon the

writer in growth. In the same manner as a child learning to

discern shapes and colors, wield a toy hammer, or catch a

ball, inexperienced writers must be led gradually from one

concept to the next, with plenty of time to adjust to and

practice new grammatical/rhetorical concepts. That practice

must be performed in the student's own writing. Moreover,

the writing should be read aloud so that the student can

determine its rhetorical effects on a real audience.

In such a manner, student writers can gain a sense of

empowerment. Eventually, students will gain enough

knowledge of conventional grammar and usage that they will
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be able to write virtually anything they can say. By

drawing upon natural grammar, the writing facilitator can

restore students' confidence in their own communication

skills.
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CHAPTER I

A BRIEF HISTORY OF GRAMMAR INSTRUCTION

As I began to gather and compile the information

necessary to write about the history of grammar instruction,

I expected to find a series of neatly-laid stepping stones

leading up to the modern conceptualization of English

grammar instruction. Instead, the evidence showed a

cyclical progression of ideas--the same ideas and methods

invented over and over again for more than two thousand

years. We "modern" composition teachers are, in short,

employing mostly the same approaches to teaching grammar

that our predecessors--from as long ago as Quintilian in 90

A.D.--employed. If it is indeed true that one must know the

history of his or her discipline in order to avoid making

the same mistakes, then we in the business of teaching

writing are doomed to fail, again and again, if we do not

attend to what has been tried, what has worked well, and

what has failed in the field of grammar instruction.

Indeed, several practices common to modern

instructional models can be traced back hundreds, even

thousands, of years. For example, the current-traditional

method of grammar instruction, presently quite popular,

hearkens back to concepts advanced almost two thousand years

14
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ago by the Roman orator and educator, Quintilian, in his

influential work, Institutio oratoria.

The Classical Period: Quintilian's Influence

Quintilian was the first well-known scholar to

conceptualize (define and implement) Latin and Greek grammar

instruction. Although he subordinated grammar instruction

to rhetorical training, he did discuss it as an important

part of his educational program. As evidenced by his

progymnasmata--a set of graded exercises meant to train

students, over a period of years, to become able orators--

Quintilian considered grammar and rhetoric to be praecepta.

Praecepta, or "precepts," is a term Quintilian borrowed from

the Rhetorica ad Herennium, defined therein as "a set of

rules that provide a definite method and system of speaking"

(II, i, 4). This definition closely resembles the generally

accepted modern concept of grammar.

However, though he embraced the concept of praecepta,

Quintilian did not believe in adhering slavishly to such

rules. He regarded them instead as "children of

expediency," or tools that can make the orator's job easier.

In fact, he disparagingly labelled grammar as "those rules

which are published in the little manuals of professors" and

later, more diplomatically, as "the art of speaking

correctly, and the interpretation of the poets" (II, i, 4).
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Quintilian regarded grammar as so foundational that he

believed students should be taught its precepts directly,

especially in the earliest stages of learning. However, he

declared in his Institutio that knowledge of all the

precepts (grammatical and rhetorical rules) in the world

would not improve a young man's writing as much as "diligent

exercise" in speaking and writing. The rules could be

learned, Quintilian claimed, in the context of the students'

own work--the precepts introduced as necessary by the

grammaticus, the teacher of language and poetry, and later

reinforced by the rhetor, the teacher of rhetoric--through

the graded exercises of the progymnasmata; he urged the

grammaticus and the rhetor not to "shrink from the earliest

duties of his profession." He urged them to nurture their

students, to give them command of "pure and correct

language" by encouraging them to imitate the masters and be

satisfied with their individual abilities (Quintilian II,

iv).

Modern grammarians still draw from Quintilian's views

and ideas about grammar instruction. For example, the

participants in the New Jersey Writing Project (NJWP), an

extremely popular modern approach to composition

instruction, regard grammar in much the same light as

Quintilian did over 2,000 years ago. NJWP, according to

Marla Carrico, a certified New Jersey trainer, teaches

grammar in the context of students' writing and stresses
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fluency above rules. So, just as virtually every major

generation of rhetoricians inevitably refers to Aristotle,

so too does each generation of grammarians refer to

Quintilian, one of the first educators to teach students

instead of subjects.

The Middle Ages

Quintilian's thoughts on grammar instruction remained

relatively unchallenged for almost 300 years. However, in

350 A.D., a half-century before the sacking of Rome, Aelius

Donatus wrote the Ars minor, a basic manual of Latin

grammar. Donatus' book introduced the eight parts of speech

(nouns, verbs, adjectives, et cetera) (Kennedy 106). Then,

after the fall of Rome in 410 A.D., the Middle Ages began in

Europe; few new concepts in any discipline, much less in

grammar, arose during the next 1,000 years. The main

educational accomplishments during the Middle Ages were the

establishment of the Latin grammar schools and the rise of

the universities. The trivium and the quadrivium were

developed under the umbrella of the Latin grammar schools

and carried over to the universities. Grammar, rhetoric,

and dialectic made up the trivium (the three arts of

communication), while arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and

music comprised the quadrivium. Together, the trivium and

the quadrivium roughly correspond to the modern seven

liberal arts.
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Within such an educational framework, grammar became a

subject of its own. Students studied grammar in isolation

in order to prepare for studies in rhetoric and dialectic.

The subject of grammar covered syntax, meter, figures of

speech, and the study of poetry (Clark 12). This division

of subject matter, based on the trivium, remained consistent

throughout the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth

centuries in Europe.

This consistency in instructional theory was probably

due to the rise of the church schools. Outside of the

grammar schools and universities, grammar instruction had

become a major part of church education. Alcuin, the head

of the palace school at Aachen under Charlemagne (781 A.D.),

urged the king to pass a mandate, entitled Litteris

Colendis, which encouraged verbal education for every

individual in the realm, through the churches and

monasteries, so that everyone could read and understand the

Scriptures. Instruction in grammar was the primary aim,

since the leaders of the church did not generally trust

rhetoric. Thus, within the church (the virtual governing

body of the time) grammar was given primacy over rhetoric,

and the study of rhetoric was almost lost, while the study

of grammatical rules became as solid and unchanging as stone

(Kennedy 182-183). Mass education in grammar, however,

paved the way for the humanist movement that helped spur the

Renaissance.



19

The Renaissance

The Renaissance was marked by a return to the ideals of

Quintilian. Desiderius Erasmus helped to establish the

first English grammar schools in the spirit of Quintilian:

the students would learn the rudiments of reading and

writing, then they would be turned over to a grammaticus for

instruction in the rules of language and in the

interpretation of poetry (Abbott 97). The resulting

conclusion was that literary criticism was first a branch of

grammar studies. In fact, I would argue that it still is in

some ways. Structural criticism and deconstruction are

virtually impossible to perform without sufficient knowledge

of the rules of grammar.

During the Renaissance, the study of grammar was

expanded to encompass new literary endeavors. Grammar

instruction, however, did not advance significantly

because, despite being taught in English grammar schools, it

was still Latin grammar (Abbott 97). Erasmus' idea was to

introduce only enough grammar at first to build students'

familiarity with the structures of the classical languages

so that the instructor could later introduce increasingly

complex grammatical concepts. This concept is based on

Quintilian's idea of building up habits, or familiarity, in

students in order to increase "facility" with the language

(Murphy 40).



20

Finally, the effect of the humanist movement on the

teaching of grammar was profound. Grammar came to be

included in the studio humanitatis, or humanist studies.

Thus, grammar became a major part of the new curriculum,

which began with the schools and extended to the university

arts course (Kennedy 196).

The Enlightenment (Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries)

During the late 1700s, the study of grammar underwent a

fascinating transformation. The "universal grammar"

movement arose from the Enlightenment concept of human

nature. The new wide-spread emphasis on psychology and

empirical studies flowed into the fields of literature and

grammar. Condillac, in his Grammaire (1775), asserts that a

universal grammar--"the fundamental order of language being

the same as the fundamental order of thought" (Bizzell and

Herzberg 646)--could establish common elements of all

languages and provide a representation of human thought

patterns. The study, which resulted from Condillac's

assertion, gave birth to modern scientific linguistics, as

well as the establishment of university chairs of universal

grammar. These chairs reverted to the original title of

"logic and metaphysics" within eight years (Bizzell and

Herzberg 647).

Under belletristic philosophers and lecturers like Adam

Smith, the idea of a universal grammar spilled over into the



21

classroom. Hence, grammar instruction shifted once more,

swallowing rhetoric almost completely. Smith and other

professors of belles lettres (poetry, history, and

philosophy) made rhetoric into the "study of correctness in

grammar and syntax, appropriate style and diction for types

of discourse or occasions for speaking, standards of

literary judgement, and careful investigation of the means

of effective communication in general" (Bizzell and Herzberg

653). In other words, instructors of rhetoric during the

1700s were actually teaching grammar. They approached

discourse as a piece of communication that can be improved

by correcting errors.

During the nineteenth century, grammar instruction

became more and more rule-oriented and error-oriented.

Alexander Bain, a professor of Logic and Rhetoric at the

University of Aberdeen during the late 1800s, had a profound

and still-inescapable effect on the teaching of composition

in general and grammar in particular. He believed that

knowledge of grammar provided the only path to good written

and spoken English, so he drilled his students relentlessly

from a grammar manual he wrote himself. He is generally

credited with originating the "modes of discourse"

(exposition, narration, description, argument, and poetry).

He also heavily stressed the topic sentence and the

"organic" paragraph (Horner 134).
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The combination of the universal grammar movement of

the Renaissance and the influential work of Bain during the

Enlightenment resulted in an unwarranted emphasis 
on grammar

handbooks and on the memorization of Latin rules of grammar,

which would later be applied to English grammar, speech, and

writing. Students, moreover, were frequently required to

translate, transpose, or complete sample sentences, or to

correct "false English" by citing the rules that had been

violated in a deliberately poorly written piece (Horner 144-

45). The latter practice corresponds to a modern method I

have observed in several high schools in four Texas school

districts: teachers write incorrect sentences on the board

for students to correct on their own. These incorrect

sentences are meant to provide a means for instructors to

teach two or more grammar concepts per day. Unfortunately,

just as during the nineteenth century, "false English"

exercises have only limited success. About 20% of the

teachers I have interviewed now regard such false English

exercises as being too isolated from the actual writing

situation to provide a true learning experience.

These exercises are conducted apart from the actual

writing situation, so they are not transferable to "real"

writing applications (Hillocks 47). Unfortunately, more than

a few of them are still thriving in American junior and

senior high schools today.
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The Early Twentieth Century

In 1892, the Harvard Board of Overseers created a

Committee on Composition. The purpose of this committee was

to examine and evaluate secondary composition instruction.

Three times the committee indicted the secondary schools for

failing to teach college-bound students to spell, punctuate,

and observe proprieties of usage (Stewart 17). As a result,

Harvard professor A. S. Hill ushered in the new century by

creating a program of instruction that reflected his own

obsession with mechanical correctness. His work, in fact,

was the primary solidifying influence on prescriptive

grammar instruction during the early twentieth century. He

built upon Bain's penchant for prescriptive grammar

workbooks and he dwelled on correctness. The grand error-

hunt of the early twentieth century was in some sense

christened by A. S. Hill.

S. Michael Halloran calls Hill's attitude toward usage

"hyper-correctness" (167), and mentions that the concept of

English correctness was essentially invented by men like

Hill and Witherspoon, a professor at Princeton who made

grammar part of the curriculum there, to strengthen the

boundaries of the elite speakers. Even if eliteness was not

the intention of the early twentieth century grammarian,

such was the inevitable result of establishing a "correct"

form of the vernacular.
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According to Donald C. Stewart, Hill's method of

instruction is still the dominant, though largely silent,

paradigm today. An emphasis on grammar and mechanics is

nearly unavoidable in some instances, for "the community

that pays [one's] salary expects [one] to graduate students

who, more than anything else, can spell, punctuate, and

write grammatically correct sentences" (Stewart 17).

Hill's work, however, had one positive effect:

dissatisfaction with his model spurred many scholars of the

mid- to late-twentieth century to create more paradigms than

ever before (some of which I will explicate in Chapter II).

Hence, the present conflict between current-traditionalists,

who espouse a highly structured, prescriptive approach to

grammar instruction, and the progressivists, who support any

number of non-prescriptive methodologies, arose. The

present flood of "new" paradigms in the field of composition

is nearly overwhelming and certainly lively.

Though the changes in grammar instruction over a 2,000

year period--from Quintilian to Hill--seem sweeping, in fact

the advent of the twentieth century heralds some of the most

rapid changes in composition theory and rhetorical studies.

Scholarly activity seems to have been building up to an

almost feverish pitch since the mid-twentieth century, as

grammarians struggled for the answer to the problem of

grammar instruction. Some decided to forego grammar

instruction completely, while others clung to the outdated
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and mostly useless models of Bain and Hill. Still others

sought a satisfactory middle ground.

The next chapter will address grammar instruction since

the early- to mid-twentieth century. Though correctness is

definitely still an issue for heated debate, structured

grammar lessons in isolation from the actual writing

situation have lost most of their popularity and appeal. As

with Chapter I, Chapter II will deal with major trends,

figures, and movements in grammar instruction.
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CHAPTER II

PRESENT PRACTICES AND TRENDS IN GRAMMAR INSTRUCTION

As I stated at the end of Chapter I, the prescriptive

method of grammar instruction initiated by Bain and

concretized by Hill is still very much in effect. The

modern version was dubbed the "current-traditional" approach

by Daniel Fogarty in his Roots for a New Rhetoric in 1959.

This current-traditional model depends very heavily on

elements of late eighteenth century composition instruction:

grammar workbooks, numerous diagramming exercises,

memorization of grammatical terminology, and drill-and-

practice exercises created by the teacher. The current-

traditional obsession with correctness, its isolation from

practical writing applications, the teacher-centered nature

of its individual lessons, all add up to a method that is

patently unsuccessful according to Braddock, Lloyd-Jones,

and Schoer, the researchers who announced to the world in

their 1963 study, Research in Written Composition, that

traditional grammar instruction does not work. George

Hillocks confirmed these findings as recently as 1986 in

another study by the same title conducted for the National

Council of Teachers of English.

However, high school and junior high school composition

teachers, even if they are aware of newer, more effective

28
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paradigms, are frequently bound by school administrators, by

parental pressure, or by outdated textbooks to teach grammar

in the traditional manner. Even more binding are the

expectations of the Texas Education Agency (T.E.A.); the

T.E.A. measures students' progress by administering a

standardized test--currently the Texas Assessment of

Academic Skills Test (T.A.A.S.)--that is based on the ideals

of the current-traditional paradigm outlined above. For

example, as a seventh-grade English teacher, I feel these

pressures throughout the school year. If a parent sees a

graded composition with no obvious corrections, or if a

student fails the writing portion of his or her T.A.A.S.

test, then the school administration will most likely fault

the teacher for not teaching the correct lessons. The

correct lessons in this case are drills for the memorization

of grammar facts or composition practice from manufactured

prompts; such lessons produce high scores on the T.A.A.S.,

but do not necessarily produce good writers.

Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer's study indicates

that, though a student's composition may be so riddled with

errors as to render it virtually incomprehensible, having

that student complete grammar worksheets will not make the

next composition contain fewer errors. However, if a

student cannot recognize simple and complex sentence

structures or cannot name the parts of speech, the teacher
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cannot effectively communicate with him or her 
about his or

her writing.

For example, I found it to be virtually impossible to

teach a simple lesson on mechanics--placing a 
comma after an

introductory subordinate clause--due to .my students' 
lack of

grammatical knowledge. They did not know what a clause was,

they could not determine whether a group 
of words

constituted a complete sentence, and only four out of 137

students could identify a noun and a verb in a sample

sentence on the board. Such a lack of knowledge eliminated

the possibility of a successful lesson. 
I simply could not

communicate with them well enough to get the concept 
across.

Unfortunately for my students, the T.A.A.S. test (and

most other standardized achievement tests) demands what

society in general expects from high school graduates:

correctness. Since district-wide TAAS results are published

in newspapers, which frequently compare those results 
to

other districts' test results, teachers often experience

severe pressure from the school administration and 
the

community to improve students' literacy and correctness.

Consequently, even though prominent and respected theorists

such as Janet Emig, Donald Murray, and Lucy Calkins espouse

teaching grammar as part of the writing process, the 
most

obvious reaction on the part of the high school or junior

high teacher to such administrative and 
community-wide

pressure is to teach grammar in isolation, 
drilling students
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on facts that will get them through the test successfully.

Though teaching grammar as part of the writing process does

not preclude correctness, it does not prepare students well

for most standardized writing tests.

Members of the scholarly community have attempted to

resolve this conflict by producing new theories of grammar

instruction. Some are variations on, or syntheses of, old

models, while others are entirely new. Some of the most

popular models in current use, which I will discuss next,

are the current-traditional model (which I mentioned briefly

at the beginning of this chapter), sentence combining, the

Atwell writing workshop and mini-lesson, Daily Oral

Language, and the whole language movement.

Current-Traditional Grammar

current-traditionalists approach grammar instruction

with logic and codification. They develop rules, invent

terms, and attempt to fix the language in order to prevent

deterioration (excessive change or modernization).

Traditional teachers sometimes grade according to a formula:

two spelling and three subject-verb agreement errors equal

an automatic F. Traditional classrooms tend to be either

intimidating or dull for the students. As a result, the

students' fear of making errors sometimes overrides their

desire to write. Even the most skillful of the writers I

have interviewed, both student writers and adult writers,
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claim that grammar lessons were the only parts of English

class that they did not enjoy. In virtually every instance,

the kinds of grammar lessons that these writers described to

me were workbook-type drills: naming the parts of speech,

identifying clauses, and diagramming sentences.

Such drills belong to the current-traditional paradigm.

In fact, the primary method of teaching traditional grammar,

called parsing, requires students to analyze a given

sentence in four steps:

1. By identifying the structural components of a

sentence (subject and predicate, clauses,

etc.);

2. By classifying each word as one of eight

parts of speech;

3. By describing individual words in terms of

their prefixes or suffixes;

4. By explaining the relationship of each word

to the other words through a sentence

"diagram" (Lindemann 109).

Donald Stewart states that current-traditional

grammarians actually dominate the realm of grammar

instruction, but few journals that cover writing instruction

publish works that present a positive image of traditional

grammar instruction. Moreover, Stewart continues, few

traditionalists even read the scholarly journals (17).
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Stewart implies that current-traditionalists adhere to their

model out of ignorance and complacency.

Most composition journals do not often publish work

praising the current-traditional method because, as is

evidenced by the findings of Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and

Schoer (mentioned earlier), sentence diagramming, parsing,

and other prescriptive methodologies simply do not transfer

to the students' actual compositions (Braddock 5). Simply

put, grammar that has been divorced from the context of

student prose has no useful connection to the writing

process (Lindemann 105).

Structural Grammar

Paralleling the development of prescriptive current-

traditional grammar instruction is the much slower rise of

structural grammar instruction. Structural grammar is a

descriptive approach, based entirely on the analysis of

linguistic signifiers. The structural grammarian sorts

language into three levels: individual sounds (phonemes),

groups of sounds (morphemes), and the arrangement of morphs

into complex relationships (syntax). Moreover, the

structuralist will classify parts of speech not by meaning,

but by derivational affixes and by syntactical context

(Lindemann 111).
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A structuralist teacher's methodology might include

exercises that involve nonsense sentences for students to

interpret based on morphemes and syntax:

"The zarsky plonkers were noggling hups reshly."

Without clues to the words' meanings, students are

forced to use morphological and syntactic information in

order to make sense of the sentence. According to the rules

of standard English, "zarsky" must be an adjective

describing the plural noun "plonkers." (The nounness of

"plonkers" is defined by its inflectional plural -s.)

"Noggling," therefore, is a verb in the past progressive

tense, "hups" is a noun in the position of a direct object,

and "reshly" is an adverb describing the manner in which the

"hups" were being "noggled." Such an exercise can be

challenging and enlightening to a student discovering the

rules and structures of his or her language because it is

fun to decipher the "puzzles" created by these nonsense

sentences.

The structuralist teacher may also grade compositions

as "objective evidence of how the students use language, not

as proof that they committed errors" (Lindemann 111). In

such manner, grammar becomes concrete and approachable to

students. The fear of making errors is alleviated by the

knowledge that the teacher is searching for correct uses of

sentence and paragraph structures, not for mistakes.
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Despite such a benefit, however, structural grammar is

not necessarily an effective means of teaching grammar in

high schools or junior highs. It is still largely divorced

from the students' own writing, and so will likely not

produce learning that will transfer to their compositions.

The "zarsky plonkers" nonsense sentence, for example, is

truly nonsensical to a student who can't identify the direct

object or an adverb in one of his or her own sentences

containing words he or she understands.

Structural grammarians did, however, pave the way for

many new approaches to teaching grammar by encouraging the

idea that students of all ages already have some fundamental

knowledge of grammatical structures simply by speaking and

listening to the language on a daily basis. However,

structural grammarians limit themselves to measurable spoken

data; they are unable to explain or describe the phenomena

of intuitive language acquisition and constant creative

communication (Lindemann 111). Attempting to explain these

phenomena, the generative-transformational grammarians took

structural descriptive linguistics a step further.

Generative-Transformational Grammar

Transformationalists reversed the analytical process

espoused by their structuralist predecessors. Instead of

phoneme to morpheme to sentence, transformationalists begin

with the sentence. How is it, they ask, that speakers can
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produce an infinite number of sentences--ones they have

never heard before--and still manage to communicate with

others?

Transformational grammarians developed the concept of

the kernel sentence to describe the basic structure of a

simple declarative sentence, usually of the subject-verb-

direct object variety. All sentences are, therefore,

variations of--or transformed versions of--a kernel sentence

(Lindemann 113-14). The kernel sentence "Joan owns a dog,"

for example, may undergo numerous transformations, such as:

"Joan does not own a dog." (negative transformation);

"The dog is owned by Joan." (passive transformation);

"Joan, who loves animals, owns a dog." (embedded

relative clause transformation--two kernel

sentences)

The kernel sentence provides the deep structure of each

sentence; the root message of each remains the same as the

kernel sentence. Transformational teachers may choose to

have a student select a simple sentence from his or her

rough draft with which to experiment. After the teacher

models several ways to transform a simple sentence, students

can create as many variations as possible before inserting

the best one back into the text. The teacher could even

create a game with a prize for the student or students who
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can create and identify the most variations on a 
kernel

sentence.

Transformational grammar has more possibilities for

adaptation than either traditional or structural 
grammar.

It also transfers to the students' actual writing more

readily because transformational grammarians ask their

students to address a simple structure--which can be from

the students' own writing--then employ a limited number 
of

rules (limited to the number of transformations a student

has learned) in order to induce or analyze increasing

complexity in the sentence's structure. Finally, the

students are asked to insert the new version back into 
the

original composition. Such a method meets Braddock, Lloyd-

Jones, and Schoer's criteria: grammar must be taught in the

context of student writing, and it must be taught as part of

the writing process.

Seeing the success of transformational grammar in the

classroom, a few scholars immediately began to develop

variations on the generative-transformational model.

Sentence combining is one of the most prominent of these

variations.

Sentence Combining

Sentence combining exercises seem to be a fairly

effective means of familiarizing students with the patterns

and cadences of the English language. Many scholars,
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including Peter Elbow and Donald Murray, have expressed

support for sentence combining. William Strong states that

"sentence combining gives you something to say, usually in

the form of clustered kernel sentences, and invites you to

express those meanings as clearly and effectively as

possible" (Strong 335).

Sentence combining exercises encourage students to

embed kernel sentences within a primary kernel sentence,

thereby creating independent and subordinate clauses.

Students learn to write more complex sentences and to employ

a more mature, hypotactic (complex) style.

Example: 1. Bobby flies his kite.

2. Bobby runs swiftly.

3. Bobby is in a park.

Combined: Bobby runs swiftly while he flies his

kite in the park.

Despite his seeming whole-hearted support of sentence

combining, however, Strong goes on to assert that "sentence

combining is not real writing" (335). By this he means that

real writers don't compose a series of kernel sentences and

then go back to combine them into complex thought groups.

Most real writers go into the writing situation trying to

"Get It Right" the first time (Strong 335). In other words,

the usefulness of sentence combining exercises is limited to

revision and editing strategies, rather than to invention or
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drafting. Such a distinction suits the purposes of most

modern composition teachers, however, since grammar

instruction almost always falls into the final stages of the

writing process no matter what paradigm is being used.

Writers must get their ideas on paper first, then they can

worry about whether the sentences are as efficient and 
as

well-written as possible.

One method of incorporating grammar instruction into

every stage of the writing process is the mini-lesson and

writing workshop. A teacher can cover a grammatical concept

in ten to fifteen minutes at the beginning of class, then

let the students apply the new knowledge immediately during

the writing workshop. The mini-lesson, introduced by Nancie

Atwell in 1987, is a versatile and highly effective means of

approaching grammar as part of the writing process.

The Atwell Writing Workshop and the Mini-Lesson

Nancie Atwell gained recognition in the mid-1980s

because she threw convention to the winds and taught her

eighth-grade students to be "real writers" (51). She got

out from behind her "Big Desk" (3) and sat on the floor with

her eighth graders. She wrote with them; she agonized with

them; she held conferences with them; she encouraged them.

She offered them the skills they might need for their

various, independent writing projects through ten to fifteen

minute long mini-lessons at the beginning of each period,
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then she gave them the time to write and practice new skills

in what she called a writing workshop.

In the current version of Atwell's method, the mini-

lessons aren't always about grammar. Sometimes they deal

with elaboration, or leads, or mechanics. Atwell does not

believe in overdoing grammar instruction. She takes small

concepts, models each concept, and encourages students to

take the risk and try it out.

For example, a teacher may start class by asking each

student to take out his or her current rough'draft and

highlight every "and," "but," and "so." The teacher then

explains the function of connecting words, or conjunctions,

in compound sentences. Students then figure out which

conjunctions in their own drafts actually serve to connect

two sentences and which conjuctions are used for listing,

contradicting, or concluding. This lesson is quick, simple,

and pertains to the students' own writing. Young writers

learn to watch for such signal words in their reading and

writing, hence ensuring transfer of the new knowledge.

Daily Oral Language (DOL)

Daily Oral Language, a. relatively new and extremely

popular method of teaching grammar and mechanics, requires

the student to find and correct errors in sample sentences.

The student takes on the role of the teacher by finding and

correcting errors.in another's writing. By making
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corrections and citing the reason for each correction, the

student learns the conventions of standard English.

Each day, students copy down error-ridden sentences

from the board or overhead projector and then correct them

(see the sample on the next page). There are two sentences

for each day of the school year, and a book full of

incorrect sentences for each grade level. The oral part

comes in when the teacher goes over the violated grammar

rules aloud for the class. Or, as the suggestions for use

at the beginning of each book state, the teacher may have

the students make the corrections out loud, under the

condition that each volunteer explain why he or she made the

change or correction that he or she made.

The positive aspects of DOL include a daily exposure to

old and new skills in grammar, mechanics, spelling, and word

choice, the opportunity for students to verbalize and apply

the conventions of standard English, and a focusing activity

for the composition class. The negative aspects of DOL are

its isolation from real composition, its negative, error-

oriented nature, and its repetitiveness.
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Sample DOL:

SKILLS COVERED SENTENCES FOR BOARD CORRECT SENTENCES

Apostrophe 1. hasnt wally 1. Hasn't Wally
(contraction), brung back that brought back
Proper noun, Verb copy you borrowed that copy you
(bring), words him of the book old lent him of the

often confused, yeller book Old Yeller?
Underline (book),
Question mark

(Vail and Papenfuss 22.1)

The Mother Tongue

In 1927, Rollo Walter Brown published How the French

Boy Learns to Write, a significant work that went largely

unnoticed both at the time of its publication and at

present. Brown observed the French educational system and

found very quickly that the French stress writing ability so

strongly that the French student "attaches more importance

to ability of this kind than the average American boy could

at present be led to comprehend" (Brown 47). French

students were at that time educated in the Mother Tongue--

reading, writing, speaking, and listening--from kindergarten

up. Moreover, writing was considered to be the realm of all

subjects, not just French. So writing across the curriculum

was an established and accepted practice in early twentieth-

century France (an impressive accomplishment, considering

the difficulty the United States' educational system has had

in instituting the same practice in recent years).
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Brown observed that the concepts of the Mother Tongue

and writing across the curriculum placed grammar instruction

in a subordinate role. Students were expected to write and

speak on a daily basis, and the issue of correctness was

addressed as the need arose. Moreover, correctness was not a

negative factor for the French student, but rather a

positive element in the composing process. By learning the

correct way to express themselves in the Mother Tongue,

students were able to produce higher quality compositions

and speeches.

Grammar, then, was taught as a part of the overall

instruction in the Mother Tongue. Grammar lessons were

based on some complete passage of French prose drawn from

the students' literary readings, and were never taught as a

thing apart (Brown 101-103). Most importantly, Brown

observed that almost all grammar lessons were oral in

nature; thus the written and oral conventions were merged in

the students' minds, which helped them to remember and apply

their knowledge to either speaking or writing. Students

defined, discussed, and analyzed the grammatical features of

a given passage out loud. Frequently, such discussions

followed a dictation of good French prose given by the

teacher. Students transcribed exactly the words of the

masters, then analyzed the grammatical and stylistic choices

made by the author.
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One of the advantages of this approach was that the

class could move more swiftly than if the students were

required to write the lessons down. Another advantage was

that the students had to think faster during oral lessons.

Moreover, they had to remain active, alert, and involved in

order to keep up with oral lessons. Brown felt that such

activities lent more permanence and transferability to the

learning experience.

The Whole Language Movement

The current American trend that most closely resembles

the French concept of the Mother Tongue is the whole

language movement. Supporters of the whole language

movement, like the French teachers of the Mother Tongue,

feel that speaking, reading, listening, and writing should

be reincorporated into the language arts classroom, rather

than being split into different classes as they have been in

the past (and still are in some school districts and most

colleges and universities).

Since whole language teachers embrace total integration

of language skills, they assume that mastery of grammar

skills will come as a matter of course, just as muscle

coordination comes naturally to a growing child over a

period of years. In other words, if students practice

writing, reading, and speaking each and every day, students



45

cannot help but eventually assimilate the conventions of

written and spoken English.

While the essential premise holds true--after all,

children learn to speak by assimilating speech patterns

around them and by imitating adults--I do not believe it is

practical for the modern American classroom. The average

teacher simply has too many students in a classroom to grade

writing samples each day or to listen to enough speeches to

constitute enough practice for each student. For instance,

if a teacher has five fifty-minute classes of twenty-nine

students each, he or she can only spend 1.7 minutes on each

student's speech. Moreover, if the teacher spends only

three minutes grading each student's composition, it would

still take over seven hours to grade a single set of

compositions. In the face of such time constraints, it is

unrealistic to believe that junior high and high school

students get enough practice and feedback on their speaking

and writing to learn grammatical conventions on their own by

assimilation.

Conclusion

I find it useful to note that each of the above methods

of teaching grammar are, in actuality, methods of teaching

composition in general (except for DOL); I merely focused

specifically on their attitudes toward and ideas about

grammar instruction. Few scholars actually set out to
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create a new approach to teaching grammar. They must,

however, address the grammar issue if they hope to gain any

credibility for their theories at all. If a scholar

advances a new method for teaching composition, yet ignores

grammar instruction, his or her theory is perforce

incomplete because the fact remains that society expects

minimum competencies from its high school and college

graduates. It would be hard for many adults to suppress a

feeling of shock if faced with a recent high school graduate

who hadn't the foggiest idea of what a noun is.

Moreover, a model for composition instruction that does

not account for grammar instruction fails the learner by

depriving him or her of the tools necessary to communicate

effectively with others. Grammatical correctness must be

addressed, or the student writer will not know the

conventions of standard English that are common to most of

the literate population of the United States. Without such

knowledge, the student will be unable to communicate

effectively with those he or she encounters in life. The

ultimate purpose of such rules is to create a language

system that literally millions of people can learn and

understand. After all, the reason behind most writing and

speaking is to be understood by someone else. Writers need

to use the semantic signals that readers will know and

expect to find in the writers' compositions. If he or she
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does not know the generally accepted signals, the writer

will fail to communicate, and the reader will be frustrated.
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CHAPTER III

NATURAL GRAMMAR

After reading the first set of compositions turned in

by my seventh-graders in September of 1993, I felt extremely

discouraged. Just as Mina Shaughnessy was overwhelmed by

the stunningly ill-prepared freshman writers who came to her

class during the first year of open admissions at the City

College of New York (3), so was I struck speechless by the

task that lay before me. Since the age difference between

Shaughnessy's college freshmen and my twelve-year-old

seventh graders is quite significant, one might think that

there are light-years between teaching the two groups. The

fact is, though, that both groups represent students who are

struggling to express themselves but lack the means to

communicate effectively in writing.

My seventh-graders are filled with ideas that they want

to put in writing, and their enthusiasm is boundless.

Unfortunately, what most of them actually put on paper when

asked to write a self-selected creative piece near the

beginning of the school year was so riddled with errors that

I found myself bogged down, unable to establish a plan of

action to help my students overcome the crippling errors in

their writing without destroying their fragile confidence.

After reading Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations

(1977), I realized that I was automatically focusing on the

49
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errors, even though I had promised myself that I would not

do so. It was extremely difficult, in fact, to resist

running for the grammar workbook to "remediate" these

students immediately. As Shaughnessy indicates, we in the

profession of teaching writing are experts at teaching

students who already know how to write but are frequently

stumped when faced with a student who has no foundation upon

which to build (9).

When I established after the first writing assignment

that my students had not, as yet, learned many of the basic

foundations of grammar, I admit I was stumped. I had no

idea where to start. I found out very quickly that my

students could not even distinguish between a noun and a

verb, which made it even more difficult to communicate with

them about grammatical choices.

What finally got me moving in a positive direction was

that, after I read Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations, I

realized that my students do have a foundation upon which to

build: their verbal fluency. Without knowing grammatical

rules (and not caring), most of my students can string

together sentence after well-formed sentence in their

speech. They do not feel inhibited. I realized finally

that what they know is a natural grammar. In other words,

they have an unconceptualized, or subconscious, command of

the conventions of the English language. Such knowledge is

difficult to tap because students do not consciously attach
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labels to the information; just like an unnamed computer

file, the data exists but is difficult to call up for

perusal or application.

So, I began to explore the idea of transferring this

intrinsic, unconscious knowledge base into the conscious,

conceptualized level. I found that the implementation of

natural grammar requires teachers and students to view

grammar as a set of rhetorical tools, transfer knowledge of

the conventions of oral communication to written

communication, and make informed grammatical choices based

on a specific audience.

First of all, what is the difference between "natural"

and "conceptualized" grammar? According to George A.

Kennedy, the term "conceptualization" means defining,

developing a terminology for, and teaching a discipline

(16). Based on this definition, most English teachers are

indeed teaching a conceptualized grammar, but many students

are still arriving at the junior high and high school levels

largely ignorant of the definitions and lacking the

terminology to implement this conceptualized grammar.

Students either do not retain the information, or they never

learned it.

In contrast to conceptualized grammar, "natural"

grammar is the unconscious knowledge of the structures of

language, learned orally, assimilated into the

subconsciousness, and used daily in verbal communication.
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To help students to move from natural to conceptualized

grammar, the teacher must help students to attach labels to

the nebulous concepts already in their minds, then help them

to discover the definitions.

Based on my observations of fourteen local junior high

and high school English classes during the 1992-1993 and

1993-1994 school years, it is clear that many teachers must

shift the way they think of grammar in order to effectively

implement natural grammar and help students to conceptualize

their subconcious knowledge of the English language. Most

of the teachers I observed expressed the belief that

students do not "know" grammar unless they can name

subjects, predicates, and parts of speech. A better way to,

regard grammar is as a rhetorical tool, a means to more

effective communication. Just as a carpenter cannot build a

house without specialized tools, so a writer cannot

communicate well without the specialized rhetorical and

grammatical tools of his or her profession. The more rules

a student can identify in reference to his or her writing,

therefore, the more "tools" he or she has to help build a

more solid "house."

Students identify rules, rather than learn them, since

they already know (to a large extent) how to use the

language. The teacher helps the student by identifying the

terms and definitions of grammar in the context of the

student's own writing. Students consciously relate new
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terms to already existing schemata in their 
subconsious

minds; when they make such relationships, the concepts

become concretized and are therefore accessible 
on a

conscious level. Knowledge of grammatical terminology,

therefore, gives students a set of tools that will transfer

to the next writing situation (provided the 
student retains

the information).

This concept of grammar as a set of rhetorical tools 
is

borrowed from Martha KolIn's Rhetorical Grammar. 
She states

that "[t]he reason for studying grammar is to help our

student writers understand the grammatical choices 
that are

available to them, to understand what language 
can and will

do" (v). The purpose of rhetorical grammar, according to

Kolln, is to enable the writer to make informed, conscious

grammatical choices based on the rhetorical 
effect each

choice will have on a specific audience (1).

Moreover, Kolln points out that most grammatical

choices are made in the revision stage of the writing

process, not in the editing stage, like a coat of polish.

She states that revision is a recursive, back and forth

process that takes place from the very first 
paragraph of

the very first draft of the composition: "writing involves

grammatical choices from beginning to end" 
(1).

Based on this belief, Kolln takes advantage of her

students' inherent language ability ("sentence sense") by

encouraging them to listen to their own voices. She has her
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students read aloud frequently; this forces young writers to

focus on the patterns and rhythms of their own communication

and to develop confidence in their abilities as communica-

tors first. Since most students at junior high age and

above are quite confident about their ability to get a

message across when speaking (as is evidenced by their loud,

enthusiastic conversations in the halls between classes),

they naturally become more confident about their writing

when it more closely resembles speech. When this confidence

comes, enthusiasm will follow. Likewise, when students are

enthusiastic, they will want to know more and more in order

to produce the best writing they can.

Teachers should, therefore, help students to learn the

rhythms and patterns of their language by giving them

opportunities in class to listen to their own voices and the

voices of others, just as Kolln suggests in Rhetorical

Grammar (4). I have my students read their works in

progress aloud to themselves and to others as frequently as

possible because the more students can hear the written

word, the more they will become familiar with its structures

and cadences. When asked to read an awkward section of his

or her writing aloud, a student will usually slap his or her

forehead (literally or figuratively) and say something like,

"That sounds terrible! What I meant to say was . ."

(Raign 35). This demonstrates that, when a student moves

the composition out of the silent world of the written word
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and into the world of the spoken word (by simply reading it

aloud), he or she can identify the discrepancy between his

or her natural grammar and the sentence(s) that actually

came out on the paper. The teacher can then have the

student verbalize several possible replacement sentence

constructions until one sounds right to the writer. The

student uses the new construction in his or her paper, and

he or she has learned a valuable revision strategy.

The teacher can count on such situations occurring when

students practice verbal revision; whether such an

opportunity arises in a large-group, small-group, or

individual conference situation, the teacher can take

advantage of it by pointing out the grammatical tool(s) that

the writer can now employ in order to make that portion of

the composition more effective: "Tommy, what if you

subordinated that second sentence by combining it with the

first? Try using a time word like 'while' or 'during."'

And Tommy, who learned how to subordinate in an earlier

sentence-combining exercise, tries it, repeating

possibilities aloud until one "feels right" or matches what

his knowledge of natural grammar tells him will work.

Kolln's approach is the theoretical basis of my theory

of natural grammar. Several other theories had a strong

influence on the development of natural grammar, however.

Walter J. Ong's theory of secondary orality is among them.

Ong implies that the knowledge students need to convey their
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ideas effectively and correctly is already an intrinsic part

of their minds; they cannot control that knowledge yet

because they cannot put a name to it. As I stated earlier,

just as it is impossible to call up a computer program

without a file name, so is it impossible for students to

utilize uncoded, subconscious knowledge. Natural grammar is

founded on oral language, which, in turn, is founded on a

largely unconscious body of knowledge; students are

repeatedly asked to verbalize their writing and the writing

of others in order to facilitate the transfer of this

subconscious knowledge to the conscious level. By

verbalizing their written work, students can apply all of

their knowledge of the conventions of speech to their

writing because the teacher has helped them to equate

written communication with oral communication. Ong's

research indirectly supports this practice of having

students verbalize their written work on a constant basis.

In his essay, "Literacy and Orality in Our Times," Ong

first states that "[s]peech wells up out of the unconscious,

supported by unconsciously organized grammatical structures

that even the most ardent structural and transformational

grammarians now admit can never all be surfaced entirely

into consciousness" (Ong 40). By this, he confirms the

existence of an unconscious knowledge of grammatical

structures that manifests itself in speech, but he denies
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the possibility of this knowledge ever coming completely to

the surface.

In accordance with this conclusion, natural grammar

does not require student writers to conceptualize all

aspects of their unconscious grammar. It merely provides

students with the terms and definitions they need, as they

need them, to efficiently revise and improve their

compositions.

Ong goes on to state that, while speech is a completely

natural act that we practice daily, writing is artificial

and contrived. Students, he points out, are often terrified

and bewildered by this world of writing, in which one must

communicate with an imaginary audience--one that does not

reply, ask questions, or nod at the appropriate times (40).

In his attempt to bring students from the comfortable

world of orality into the frightening arena of writing, Ong

identifies two levels of orality: 1) "primary orality,"

which is the spontaneous verbal communication that takes

place between members of a group not generally given to

writing and reading (such as an urban ghetto community), and

2) "secondary orality," or the oral media like radio and

television that nevertheless depend entirely on writing for

their existence (41). Secondary orality is not spontaneous;

it is usually analyzed and produced for a specific

rhetorical purpose. Ong implies that secondary orality is

the bridge between primary (spontaneous and unconscious)
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orality and writing. Since it is oral, it is not

frightening to student writers; they are more used to oral

communication than to written communication. Since it is

familiar in our media-oriented society, in which most people

garner information and knowledge from television, movies,

and radio, it provides a common foundation from which to

work. Since it is the spoken form of written words, as with

the reports read off by television newscasters or scripts

memorized by movie actors and actresses, it helps to span

the cleft between the natural world of speech and the less

natural world of writing. Secondary orality builds on the

schemata (codified knowledge) existing in the students'

minds and helps young writers to synthesize old and new

information to form new knowledge.

Writing teachers can create or encourage many

opportunities for oral communication in the classroom.

Students may read aloud from their own papers,, a peer's

paper, or from their literature books. Also, the teacher

can read aloud from the same sources and ask students to

analyze or otherwise work with those passages.

The final element essential to the implementation of

natural grammar is the consideration of audience. When one

speaks, one automatically adjusts the style and manner of

one's communication based on the listener and the situation.

In writing, this task is much more challenging because the

audience is often absent or even imaginary. Reading one's
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writing aloud to another provides an immediate audience

capable of giving feedback. My students express apathy when

they feel that no one will ever read or care about their

work except me. The purpose of writing, for them, is too

often reduced to simply getting a grade; no matter how much

I ask them to imagine that they are writing to a particular

audience, they know that, ultimately, their real audience is

only the teacher. That, my students tell me, is not real

communication. The school board will never really see their

persuasive letters. A publishing company will never peruse

their short stories. Because of this, students feel no need

to consider the rhetorical impact of their writing.

Kenneth Burke theorizes that the object of all com-

munication is rhetorical. He believes that the communicator

seeks to identify with his or her audience in order to

persuade. When identification takes place, the communicator

and audience achieve consubstantiality--a mutual

understanding, but not necessarily agreement (Burke 20).

Students consequently need to keep their audience in

mind in order to make effective grammatical/rhetorical

choices. In order to obtain consubstantiality with an

audience of peers, for example, a student would make

rhetorical choices based on an informal grammar. If a

student used the conventions of standard English when

writing a note to a friend, that friend would probably laugh

at or feel alienated by the formality of the note. The
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teacher can help students to conceptualize that informal

grammar in which run-ons, fragments, and misplaced modifiers

are accepted and expected by having them learn grammatical

terminology by applying those terms to their informal

discourse. Informal discourse, like notes to friends and

journal entries, is an area in which students feel

comfortable with their writing. It is also a type of

written communication that is important to the students

because they are very concerned that their points get

across. If students learn grammatical terminology such as

the parts of speech or types of sentence structures in

reference to informal discourse, the chances are much higher

that students will transfer the new learning to formal

discourse as well. This in turn helps students to

conceptualize the standard grammar we teachers expect in

their school writing. In other words, awareness of the

differences between the kinds of writing expected by

different audiences heightens students' awareness of each

grammatical choice and the impact it will have on a certain

audience. The writer's and the teacher's view of

correctness, then, is transformed into one of appropriate-

ness to an actual and unique writing situation.

According to the natural grammar model, therefore,

there is no wrong way to write. Instead, there are

inappropriate choices--grammatical choices that weaken the

rhetorical effect of a composition. Most writers can tell
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when a piece just doesn't convey what he or she meant it to

convey; I have heard seventh-graders and graduate students

alike comment aloud that they were having trouble making

their work "sound right." However, not all writers have the

knowledge to make it convey their original thoughts.

Rollo Walter Brown observed a highly effective method

of incorporating written and oral work in the classroom when

he visited a French school in 1927: dictation. He commented

on the fact that very young French students could take

dictations from English or French prose much more accurately

than American students of the same age could. From the time

the French students began school, they were given dictations

from excellent French prose. The boys listened to the

instructor read the selection aloud each day, then they

would write it word for word as he repeated each phrase.

The entire class would then go over the style and

grammatical choices that the author had made. The teacher

went over the grammatical choices made by the author, and

the students edited their versions immediately. The

benefits of such an activity were that the students got to

hear and discuss writing on a daily basis, and they learned

many different writing styles by transcribing the words of

the literary masters.

Brown's experience with the French school system showed

him that language instruction is much more effective when it

is taught as a whole. The French called it the Mother
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Tongue, and, as I stated in Chapter II, it involves

instruction in reading, writing, listening, and speaking in

a fully integrated context (15). Grammar was never taught

in isolation; it was always addressed as part of a

dictation, a literature lesson, or in direct reference to

student writing (99-100). Consequently, the French students

that Brown observed had a much stronger control of their own

language and of English than did their American counter-

parts. They learned written grammar as an extension of

their secondary orality, always tying the spoken word to the

written word:

When . . . he [the French student] is

practicing dictation, he is becoming so

intimately acquainted with a number of

essential matters that his knowledge of

them passes over from mere knowledge to

feeling, and thus becomes available as

'second nature' when he is ready to

write compositions of his own (Brown

63).

Hence, Brown observed that, in the French schools of

the 1910s, students learned to write by imitating the

masters, by listening to and transcribing examples of

excellent French prose, and by making unfamiliar written

structures a part of their natural grammar by connecting it

to what they already know about the patterns of language.
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In short, the French student of that time learned to

associate "what he (said] by word of mouth and what he

[wrote) on paper." consequently, the "relation between

speech and writing [was] much less likely to, be weakened"

(58).

I have found Brown's observations to be the strongest

confirmation of the potential effectiveness of natural

grammar. The competence in writing displayed by the French

children between the ages of eleven and fifteen is stunning;

my twelve-year-old students are certainly not as capable as

the students Brown observed. The emphasis on the Mother

Tongue, the integration of all the language arts, the

approach to grammar as a tool for effective writing, and the

constant opportunities for oral communication all add up to

a highly effective method of education.

The success of natural grammar depends on many of the

same principles as the French educators used in the early

twentieth century. As I have stated in this chapter,

natural grammar requires the teacher and the students alike

to regard grammar as a set of tools, or as a series of

rhetorical choices that a writer makes in order to create a

rhetorical effect on a specific audience. Moreover, in

order to encourage the transfer between the students'

familiar world of oral communication and the.artificial

world of written composition, the teacher should provide as

many opportunities for verbal expression as possible,
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especially if such activities involve secondary orality, or

reading aloud from written sources. In Chapter IV, I will

elaborate on strategies for implementing natural grammar,

including ways to encourage students to verbalize their

writing in a variety of situations.

Finally, the teacher should introduce the terminology

of conceptualized standard English grammar to the students--

term by term, from the very first day of class, in the

context of both formal and informal student writing--so that

students will gain the vocabulary to discuss their

grammatical choices with other speakers and writers at the

same educational level or above. By introducing the

generally intimidating jargon of grammar to students slowly,

a bit at a time, we reduce the risk of frightening or boring

the students into hating grammar. When we build on the

existing schemata of linguistic knowledge (which students

access mostly when expressing themselves orally), the

students will begin to relate new information to prior

learning and will therefore be more likely to remember and

apply the new knowledge to new writing situations.

In such manner, a large part of the writing student's

intrinsic, unconscious knowledge of grammatical structures

becomes what Brown calls "second nature" (63), and what I

call natural grammar. The goal is to make the written

structures of the language so much a part of the students'
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subconscious that it wells up as naturally and as

effortlessly as does their oral communication.
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CHAPTER IV

IMPLEMENTATION

Implementation of natural grammar requires the teacher

to synthesize and make use of several basic concepts on a

regular basis. The teacher should identify and build upon

students' existing codified knowledge, or schemata, by

relating new information to prior learning. Also, the

teacher should encourage student writers to have conferences

with peers, the teacher, and themselves. Finally, the

instructor should encourage the transfer of oral language to

written work and vice versa in as many ways and as

frequently as possible.

Virtually all junior high, high school and college

students come to their composition classes with prior

knowledge about their language. They can speak in a variety

of contexts and for many different audiences. They know

thousands of words. Most of them can form phrases and

sentences both aloud and on paper. This prior knowledge may

or may not be accessible to the students on a conscious

level; it is their schemata, a term .defined in Webster's

Dictionary as "a mediating factor making possible the

application of the categories to phenomena," or that

knowledge which is familiar and natural to a person.

68
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For instance, when a student reads a section of his or

her writing aloud and notices that it sounds wrong, he or

she is applying intrinsic knowledge about the structure of

the language in order to figure out the "wrongness" of his

or her writing. The teacher can then build upon that

intrinsic knowledge by encouraging the student to experiment

with variations on the phrase, sentence, or paragraph until

it sounds right when read aloud. I use sentence combining

exercises and daily oral and written practice with

paraphrasing to show students how many different ways there

are to express an idea. I have taught my students to

approach me or another student for ideas if they simply

can't think of a different or better way to write something.

This ensures that they will at least try to vary their

sentence constructions, and it certainly shows that they are

aware that they have choices to make, both grammatical and

rhetorical.

Once the student has found a construction he or she

likes, whether he or she has come up with the construction

personally or has borrowed it from another person, the

teacher should explain why the new construction is more

rhetorically effective than the first attempt. I do this by

comparing and contrasting two versions of the sentence

orally for the student or for the whole class. I paraphrase

the two sentences, showing how different sentence

constructions carry slightly different connotations, and
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then I have the student say which connotation seems closer

to his or her original meaning. Then I go through the

grammar, giving names to things like clauses and

subordinators, in order to explain more fully why the new

sentence construction is more rhetorically effective. My

students are actually using some of the terminology now,

though it has taken them more than a semester to do so, and

I have noticed a corresponding increase in confidence in

their writing. They are more willing to try out complex

sentence structures and to experiment with varying styles in

their writing.

If, on the other hand, a student does not perceive

the wrongness of the sentence, even when he or she reads it

aloud, the teacher may paraphrase the sentence based on what

the student actually wrote. If the meaning is muddled, then

the paraphrasing will likewise be muddled. The student will

likely notice that his or her meaning did not get across,

and he or she will verbally correct the teacher. The next

step, of course, is to get the student to write down what he

or she said to clarify his or her meaning.

To illustrate, a student approached me in class

recently with the following awkward pair of sentences: "I

think we should use the money for buying more books for our

school. Everyone should read and we should buy more books

for our library and more students will read, even if they

can't afford to buy books themselves." First, I had her



71

read it aloud. She did so and frowned. She knew something

wasn't right, but she could not think of another way to

write it. I paraphrased the sentences, "I think that we

should use the money to buy more books for our library so

that more students will read." The student looked

thoughtful, then replied, "That's sort of it, but I want to

say something about the kids who can't afford to buy books."

"You try it, then," I encouraged her. She thought

about it and came up with, "I think we should use the money

to buy more books for our library because some people can't

afford to buy their own books." I told her that I liked the

way she subordinated the clause about people not being able

to buy their own books, since that made it clear that the

main point of the sentence was that we should use the money

to buy books. I had her write the new sentence so that she

could point out the main clause and the subordinate clause,

then I had her read it aloud again. I paraphrased both

sentences for her so that she could hear the difference, and

she decided that the second one "felt right." I explained

to her that the second one was the more effective choice

mostly because the subordinator, "because," made a

connection between her two ideas, whereas her first

construction made no such connection for her reader. She

smiled and went back to her desk. Hence, a method from

transformational grammar (composing variations on a kernel

sentence) can be used to build upon a student's existing
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knowledge so that the varying rhetorical effects of each

construction can be explored during the writing process.

Similarly, the writing conference, between teacher and

students or between peers, can be employed at every stage of

the writing process--from prewriting to drafting to revising

to editing--to help students verbalize their thoughts about

writing. Atwell feels that, the more students are given the

opportunity to talk about and evaluate their writing, the

more willing they will be to take risks and try out new

learning in their compositions (88). There are many types

of conferences and many purposes for conferences. There are

conferences between the writer and a peer, between the

writer and the teacher, and between the writer and himself

or herself. The writer may desire a conference in order to

get another's opinion, ask for advice, or simply find out if

the piece makes sense to someone else. The writer may have

a conference with himself or herself in order to become more

objective about the piece.

Since many students lack the skills to be good

evaluators for their peers, the teacher must also teach the

students strategies to be used in the writer's conference.

I usually start students with a list of questions to ask the

writer about his or her piece, such as, "What was your

purpose in writing this piece? Do you think you

accomplished your purpose?" Then, I teach my students how

to paraphrase each other's work by modelling the skill
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constantly in class and in my conferences with each student

and by giving them exercises on paraphrasing. I also

require them frequently to paraphrase their own work or even

the literature we read in class. When students paraphrase

each other's work, they have no reason to feel a lack of

confidence because they are merely restating what they heard

or read, nor do the writers feel threatened because the

listener/reader is not criticizing the writer's work; he or

she is merely sharing the meaning that he or she got from

the piece. The writer's job is to determine whether he or

she conveyed the meaning effectively based on the

paraphrasing. The writer has the option at this point to

ask the reader for advice on possible alternate

constructions, or he or she may work alone on revising the

part that does not seem to convey the correct meaning. My

students have gradually begun to feel more comfortable with

peer conferences, mostly because I stress acceptance and

encouragement among my students. They know that no one will

criticize their work, because I simply do not allow it.

They can tell back the information they read, and they can

offer advice to the writer, but they are not to put down

another's writing. With the skills and the understanding,

my students do very well over all in a peer conference.

All writer's conferences have one thing in common: they

allow the writer to step back from his or her writing in

order to objectively determine whether it conveys the
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meaning the writer meant for it to convey. If it does not,

then the writer knows he or she must revise the piece until

it conveys a specific message to the other person. In other

words, the writing conference is a tool that helps the

student to analyze the effectiveness of his or her

grammatical and rhetorical choices. The conference gives

the writer a real audience before "publication" of the final

draft.

As I stated in Chapter III, it is important for writers

to feel like they are writing for more than a grade and for

someone other than a teacher. When I told my students that

they would write short stories so that we could all send one

off for publication in teen writing magazines, the level of

concern and enthusiasm rose dramatically. The students were

excited about it; there was a real reason to edit

thoroughly, and there was a purpose for learning more

effective ways to express themselves. Most of my students

suddenly wanted anyone and everyone to read and hear their

stories so that they would know that they were as perfect as

possible before sending the final drafts off.

Taking a piece to final copy, however, counts as

publication in my classroom as well, however. I stress to

my students that one does not have to send something off to

a magazine to get something ready for publication. My

students publish by presenting their papers aloud to an

audience of parents, peers, and other teachers. That's a
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real audience, and one that is more intimidating than an

anonymous magazine editor! The first couple of times with

this kind of publication, my students were naturally nervous

and timid, but they have loosened up because they realize,

again, that no one will criticize their work in these

situations. Most of them end up feeling very successful

because they have had the opportunity to share the product

of all their hard work with an important audience. The

writer's conference helps students to build their confidence

before the actual presentation; it also provides a forum for

rehearsal and for final revisions. Students publish with

the confidence that their audience will understand their

meaning.

Most importantly, however, the writing conference

offers the teacher an opportunity to draw out the student's

natural grammar by asking the student to say what he or she

means and then pointing out the structure that the writer

chose to use in speech. More often than not, the student

will choose a construction that comes quickly and naturally

to him or her. Using transformational strategies, then, new

constructions can be learned in the informal setting of the

conference. For example, a student asked me last semester

about this simple sentence: "Julie is my best friend." The

student felt that it was a boring sentence, and that it

really didn't tell much about her best friend, whom she

adored. I asked her why she loved her best friend so much.
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She replied enthusiastically, "Oh, because she's the most

understanding person on the planet! She's always there when

I need her." I suggested a more complex construction:

"Julie, the most understanding person on the planet, is my

best friend because she's always there when I need her."

The student wrote the sentence down, asking about the

commas, then commented on the fact that she should have been

able to think of it--after all, she said it!

Two more ways to encourage students to verbalize the

written word are reading aloud and dictations. Reading

aloud fits Ong's definition of secondary orality since it is

speech that depends on writing and is not spontaneous

communication. If the teacher reads aloud to the class,

then the students hear the patterns and conventions of the

written language. Students then learn through assimilation

and imitation, as they do from the secondarily oral media of

television and radio.

If the students read aloud to either a large or a small

group, the same result occurs as if the teacher 
reads aloud.

However, the student is more actively involved in the

communication, and he or she actually sees the signals and

markers of the author's sentence constructions. Therefore,

having the student read aloud not only provides an

opportunity for the student to hear written work, 
it also

shows the student what those sounds translate to on the

page. This makes it easier for them to translate their
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speech, which is more natural to them than writing, into

comprehensible written communication. They merely write

what they hear and check it against the conventions of

written English as they acquire the knowledge to do so. I

only grade my students' work for grammar I have directly

taught them.

Dictation provides the opportunity for students to

practice transcribing secondarily oral speech into writing.

Dictations can be given every day, every other day, once a

week, or at random. The only requirements outlined by Brown

(see Chapter III) are that the teacher select examples of

excellent prose (i.e., published works that the teacher

feels are rhetorically and grammatically effective) and that

the grammatical, rhetorical, and stylistic choices be gone

over immediately and out loud. Brown stresses the

importance of immediacy because students must realize that

the author whose work they have just transcribed made a

series of choices about his or her writing that the students

may also make some day about their own writing.

A teacher can use reading aloud and dictation to help

student writers conceptualize their natural grammar by first

aiding them in assimilating new knowledge about the

language, then by pointing out the written conventions used

and the rhetorical and grammatical choices made by the

authors whose works are being read aloud or dictated.
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Logically, the more a student hears of the language,

the more linguistic knowledge will become a part of his or

her subconsciousness. As soon as that student can identify

the new knowledge as something pertinent to his or her own

writing efforts, the knowledge will become more readily

accessible, like information stored under a computer file

name.

I have stressed schemata, secondary orality, and the

transfer from spoken communication to written communication

because students learn best by taking "baby steps." In

other words, they cannot possibly learn all there is to know

about the English language in a semester, a year, or even a

lifetime. They can, however, relate isolated new concepts,

one at a time, to concepts they have already internalized.

It is each teacher's task to determine how much grammar to

cover during a specified period of time, since such a deter-

mination depends quite heavily on the level and speed of

each group of students.

Some extra strategies and activities which help

students to conceptualize their natural grammar follow:

Writer's Booktalk

Instead of a standard book report, the high school or

junior high English teacher can have students read self-

selected novels. Students analyze the author's grammatical

and/or rhetorical choices. During sharing time, when the
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students talk about the novel they read, each student has an

opportunity to read aloud sections of his or her novel in

order to illustrate a device used by the author that

particularly appeals to the reader. The students can even

write the selection on the board or overhead for the benefit

of other students. If the section contains what are

normally considered grammatical errors, such as fragments or

run-ons, the student can attempt to explain what rhetorical

effect the author achieved by violating the rules of

grammar. (I explain to the students, of course, that

violating the rules of grammar is only appropriate when

writing for certain audiences.)

I had to model this activity several times before a few

of my students understood what I meant. Once a few had done

it and received my effusive praise, others tried it and were

moderately successful. Some merely read a paragraph at

random, in which case I stepped them through a brief

grammatical analysis of the paragraph: "Why do you think the

author chose to connect those two ideas with an and? What

if she hadn't connected those two thoughts--would the

meaning have remained the same?" Most of my students have

been able to work through such questions, which helps them

to feel successful in class.
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From Friendly Notes to Formal Essays

In order to demonstrate the importance of audience in

making grammatical choices, the teacher can encourage

students to write informal, friendly notes to friends,

boyfriends, and girlfriends of the sort so common in junior

high and high schools. Then, the instructor should have

students compare the style they have chosen for the friendly

notes to the style they have used in a past essay. Students

can consider why there are so many more violations of

grammatical conventions in the friendly notes than in the

essays. It should become clear to the class that a

different set of grammatical rules applies to the informal

notes. Again, the student's unconceptualized knowledge of

what grammatical choices are acceptable in a specific

writing situation can be used to demonstrate the differences

in various audiences' perceptions of what is grammatically

correct. My students love writing notes, and their

amazement was almost palpable the first time I told them

they could write notes in class. Granted, writing notes for

analysis is not as much fun as sneaking them in during a

lecture, but my students were still more willing to write a

note to a friend than a persuasive essay! I ask them to

read some sentences aloud (the not-too-personal ones, of

course), which I then write on the overhead projector so

that we can all discuss the grammatical choices available to

the writer. They find it to be fun and challenging to first
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experiment with the sentences by embedding phrases and

clauses, and then to rewrite the sentences for another

audience entirely. For example, "I heard that Sammy is

going out with Ashley" can be rewritten for a new audience,

such as President Clinton: "It has come to my attention that

a certain young lady, Ashley, has gone out numerous times

with Sammy, an very intelligent young man." My students

have a great time experimenting with audience, style, and

grammatical choices. The situation is non-threatening, and

is therefore more likely to transfer to other writing

situations.

Writing for Secondary Orality

One activity that would show students how the

secondarily oral media of television and radio depend on

writing is the Newscast for the Past. This is an

interdisciplinary (history and language arts) activity in

which students have the opportunity to write and videotape

newcasts about past events in the styles of prominent

literary authors. Students will find that the newscasts

cannot be spontaneous and remain effective. In other words,

they learn that, in order to communicate well, the

"newscasters" must speak in an organized, grammatically

correct manner in order to be understood by all.

The Newscast for the Past would take approximately two

to three weeks for the students to work up effectively. The
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teacher can give two grades, one for oral presentation and

one for written presentation. The students, in trios or

foursomes, must write and follow their scripts in order to

demonstrate that a newscaster can't just ad lib their

reports each night on the evening news! For, if they do not

follow their scripts, the effectiveness of their report will

likely be greatly diminished. The presentations need be no

longer than ten to fifteen minutes; students will get the

point of secondary orality and writing for speech within

that time, and anything longer may unduly tax the teacher

and the rest of the class (who will watch several

presentations).

The above exercises and others like them provide

students with concrete evidence that grammatical choices are

a part of writing and that writing is a necessity of modern

life. Moreover, these activities expose students to

different writing styles (and hence different ways of

treating the rules of grammar), and they provide the

students with practice in switching styles and making

grammatical choices on their own.
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CONCLUSION

Natural grammar is a synthesis of several different

approaches to writing and grammar instruction; theorists

from Quintilian to Burke have influenced its development.

Based on the simple premise that all speakers of a language

have a foundation of linguistic knowledge on which to build,

natural grammar represents an approach that teachers from

the junior high level up to the university level can

implement in their classrooms. Moreover, the teacher who

implements natural grammar does not represent a threat to

student writers because he or she begins with what students

already know (usually the conventions of speech which,

because of constant practice, feel more natural to the

students) and works slowly outward, toward the more alien

concepts inherent in the written language.

In comparison to many of the currently popular

practices in grammar instruction, natural grammar is

somewhat less concrete. For example, the current-

traditional method demands a quite structured approach;

skill by skill, students are exposed to and expected to

master the conventions of standard English grammar.

Similarly, the transformational approach has a definite

system; students are given kernel sentences with which to

84
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experiment, and the class discusses the various

constructions produced.

Natural grammar, however, suffers no loss of

effectiveness due to the open nature of its implementation.

If students are given ample opportunities to hold

conferences with teacher and students, they will naturally

discover the importance of grammar to clear communication.

With a real audience to offer immediate questions and

feedback about the work in progress (just like the audience

one has while speaking each and every day), a student writer

can make grammatical choices based on how well his or her

conference partner understands his or her intended meaning.

For instance, if a conference partner has to re-read a

sentence several times in order to decode it, then the

writer knows that he or she has made a poor grammatical

choice; the sentence construction simply does not work well.

In such a situation, the student may use his or her

conference partner as a source of knowledge by asking that

partner how he or she would rewrite the awkward sentence.

Natural grammar, in other words, is practical,

flexible, and simple. With its foundation in the theories

of Kolln, Shaughnessy, Burke, Brown, Ong, Atwell, and

Reither (and, indirectly, Quintilian), natural grammar is

the child who inherited all of the best genes of its

parents. The simplicity of the concept, as well as the ease

of its implementation, make natural grammar particularly
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suited to the junior high or high school English classroom.

The teacher who implements natural grammar need only find

the students where they are and guide them, step by step,

toward a greater understanding of the grammatical tools at

their disposal by building on existing knowledge of oral

communication and constantly drawing parallels between the

conventions of oral and written expression.
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