
J o u r n a l  
of 

 

 
 

 
Assembly for the Teaching 

of English Grammar 
An Assembly of 

The National Council of Teachers of English 
 
 
 

Volume 21    Number 1   Summer 2011 



ATEG Journal Editorial Policy 
Founded in 1989, the Assembly for the Teaching of English Grammar (ATEG) is 
an official Assembly of the National Council of Teachers of English that 
provides a national forum for all those interested in teaching grammar. We 
welcome all views on the role of grammar in our schools.  

Published twice a year, ATEG Journal seeks to foster discussion of teaching 
English grammar at all grade levels from kindergarten through graduate school. 
We solicit articles that describe, analyze, and/or critique any and all aspects of 
teaching grammar. For example, the following are some suggested topics: 

• Classroom practices in the teaching of grammar 
• Traditional vs. linguistic approaches to grammar  
• Why and how grammar should or should not be taught 
• How we handle language varieties in the classroom 
• Teacher education and the teaching of grammar 
• Integration of grammar with writing, speech, literature, and all forms of 

discourse 

On these matters, we welcome articles, reports from the schools and from teacher 
education programs, as well as book reviews, textbook evaluations, and other 
critical responses. Submissions should conform to MLA style and should not 
exceed 3,500 words. All submissions will be reviewed by two anonymous 
referees. Please submit your submission as an MS Word .doc or .rtf file sent as an 
email attachment to:  

Amy Benjamin, Co-President 
Assembly for the Teaching of English Grammar 
Benjamin.amy@gmail.com 

 
 
 
 
 
ISSN 2161-900X 
 
© 2011, Assembly for the Teaching of English Grammar 

mailto:Benjamin.amy@gmail.com�


          THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2011, VOL 21, NO. 1 

i 

The ATEG Journal 
Assembly for the Teaching of English Grammar 

 

 
An Assembly of the National Council of Teachers of English 

CO-PRESIDENTS 
Amy Benjamin 

Benjamin.amy@gmail.com 
Sherry Saylors 

saylorsb@pgcc.edu 

JOURNAL EDITORS 
Jean Waldman 

Jwaldman34@gmail.com 
Geoffrey Layton 

writergwl@hotmail.com 

BOOK REVIEW EDITOR 
Marshall Myers 

Marshall.Myers@eku.edu 

mailto:Benjamin.amy@gmail.com�
mailto:Jwaldman34@gmail.com�
mailto:Marshall.Myers@eku.edu�


          THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2011, VOL 21, NO. 1 

ii 

Contents 

Co-Presidents’ Messages pages iii-iv 
 
Listserve Letter, John Alexander     page v 
 
Grammatical Choices and Text Meaning: The 
Case of the Passive Voice   
Peter H. Fries, Central Michigan University, Emeritus  pages 1-21 
 
Meaning – A New Context for Grammar Instruction  
Geoffrey W. Layton, Northeastern Illinois University pages 22-32 
 
Toward a Rhetoric of Enfranchising African American  
Students by Teaching Grammar and Language Varieties 
Monique Leslie Akassi, Virginia Union University pages 33-42 
 
Book Review:  Exploring English Grammar:  From  
Formal to Functional.  Caroline Coffin, Jim Donohue,  
and Sarah North.   
Reviewed by R. Michael Medley, Eastern Mennonite University pages 43-46 
 
Book Review:  Pragmatics and Grammar. Cambridge  
Textbooks in Linguistics.  Mira Ariel.  
Reviewed by Herbert F. W. Stahlke, Ball State University  pages 47-48 
 
Membership application   page 49  
 
  



          THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2011, VOL 21, NO. 1 

iii 

Co-Presidents’ Message 
Amy Benjamin 

This issue of the ATEG Journal has, as you know, been a long time coming. 
Many thanks to Geoff Layton and Jean Waldman for whipping it into shape.  

We welcome submissions for the Journal that will enlighten fellow 
professionals at all levels and for all kinds of students about how we can do a 
better job of teaching grammar and what we need to know about grammar to 
make that happen. Your article may be sent to me: Benjamin.amy@gmail.com. I 
will then pass it on to two other reviewers. But don’t be shy. As you can see by 
how long it takes to put an issue together, we really are happy to receive 
submissions and will gladly help you get your piece reader-ready. Use MLA 
format.  

At the 2010 ATEG conference at BYU in Provo, Utah, Sharon (Sherry) 
Saylors graciously agreed to share the job of administering ATEG as co-
president with me. I would like to express my appreciation for her efforts, and 
particularly for the extensive planning that she has done for this year’s 
conference. 

Here’s Sherry:  
Sherry Saylors 

I’m Sherry Saylors, a six-year ATEG member and Associate Professor of 
English at Prince George’s Community College in Largo, Maryland.  ATEG has 
given me great support over the years and has been a proving ground for my 
growth as a grammar teacher, so I’m delighted to be able to serve as co-president.   

Ever since I was introduced to linguistic grammar by my friend and mentor 
Wanda Van Goor in 2005, I have been delighted by this new way of thinking of 
language. I have taught composition at Prince George’s Community College for 
seventeen years, both on the developmental level and for the first-year credit 
classes.  Only after I went to my first ATEG conference in 2005 did I realize that 
teaching grammar could have value beyond error correction and could also be 
great fun! 

Currently, I teach Applied Grammar, a sophomore-level course for students 
in the English option and in the secondary education teaching option. We use 

mailto:Benjamin.amy@gmail.com�
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Martha Kolln’s book, Understanding English Grammar (Longman) as well as 
hands-on learning, tutoring developmental students for an hour a week as part of 
our 3-hour class.  In that class, we have a lot of fun while learning sentence 
patterns, writing conventions, and research papers. We become living sentences, 
act out parts of speech, and play FRAV Bingo (Fragments, Run-ons, Agreement 
Errors, Verb Errors) and Grammar Jeopardy.  We make sentence pattern wheels 
and construct our own “grammar rulers.” 

For the past 1-½ years, I have offered Grammar Clinic, a ten-week workshop 
of linguistic grammar through the Writing Center, where I am the grammar tutor.  
Staff and students from all levels devote ninety minutes each week to learn 
simply for the joy of learning – no tuition, no tests, no grades on a transcript. And 
yet, there are students. 

This spirit of risk-free play will be taking place at our conference this year, 
with the theme “Teaching Grammar: Working in the Spirit of Play.” We are 
delighted that Pamela Dykstra and Martha Kolln have accepted the role of 
keynote speakers, and we look forward to sharing our techniques of teaching 
grammar at all levels from kindergarten through graduate school. You will find 
methods that you’ve never before considered as play – for example, using the 
Internet to find usage patterns, so play is not just for pre-schoolers. For our 
purposes, any hands-on teaching that can free up the learner to experiment with 
new ideas can create a spirit of play in the classroom.  And a byproduct of this 
type of play is serious, permanent learning.  



          THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2011, VOL 21, NO. 1 

v 

ATEG Listserv Update 
I’d like to take a moment to say a few things about the ATEG listserv. The 

day-to-day maintenance of the ATEG listserv is passing into my hands after 
years of dedicated work from Jim Dubinsky at Miami University in Ohio. As this 
listserv is hosted on a Miami University server, Jim will continue to be the 
“owner” of the list/liaison to the university. However, I will be the primary point 
of contact for subscribers. If you have questions, concerns, or requests for the 
ATEG listserv, please feel free to contact me directly at 
jed.alexander@gmail.com.  

One of the many hats I wear in the “real world” is that of an IT professional. 
The administration of this listserv is just one aspect of my increasingly active 
role in ATEG’s technology affairs. In the following weeks (and months), I’ll be 
coordinating with ATEG officers and members, including the current webmaster 
and web hosting contacts, improvements to ATEG’s website and online presence. 
Again, please feel free to contact me with feedback or suggestions regarding this 
task.  

Thanks again for your time, and I hope you all continue to enjoy the 
conversations!  

Sincerely, 

John Alexander, ATEG Listserv Manager 

To join or leave this LISTSERV list, please visit the list’s web interface at: 
http://listserv.muohio.edu/archives/ateg.html and select “Join or leave the list.” 
Or visit ATEG’s web site at http://ateg.org/  
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Grammatical Choices and Text Meaning:  
The Case of the Passive Voice 

Peter H. Fries, Central Michigan University, Emeritus 

Although many writing authorities discourage the passive voice, its 
continued presence indicates that it can have positive functions. This paper will 
explore ways in which writers use the passive to construct effective sentences in 
several genres using actual examples from real texts. 
I  Introduction 

This paper grows out of an experience I had at NCTE a few years ago. At 
that meeting I attended several sessions on teaching grammar, and I also did a 
quick survey of the books on grammar in the exhibit hall that were advertised as 
teaching ‘grammar in context’. I found lots of ‘grammar in context’ that focused 
on using real examples taken from context. For example, one approach had 
booklets of stories, such as the Heart of Darkness, that the students were to read, 
the booklets then listed a number of sentences taken from the story that 
illustrated the grammatical construction under focus that students were to analyze 
and discuss. 

However, I did not see any discussions of grammar which attempted to relate 
the grammatical discussions to the meanings expressed in the works, or to the 
purposes of the authors whose words and sentences were being used. In other 
words, the grammatical discussions addressed examples that had been taken from 
their contexts, but the discussions never related the examples back to the contexts 
in which they were originally found.  

In this paper I want to provide an example of how one might teach grammar 
in context by examining the uses of a construction—the passive clause—and 
relating these uses to the meanings expressed in the texts within which it is 
found. As I begin, let me state a number of underlying assumptions. I use a 
Systemic Functional approach to the description of language. Systemic 
Functional Linguists view all language use as resulting from sets of meaningful 
choices. The significance of these choices can best be seen as they operate in 
connected texts.  
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One critical consequence of looking at language as a configuration of 
meaningful choices is that grammar is addressed in context. Two notions of 
context are relevant here. First, we are concerned with linking our grammatical 
discussions to the textual contexts in which the examples are found. This aspect 
implies that at some point, examples from real texts should form the basis for the 
discussion of grammatical issues and this discussion should relate the examples 
to the purposes and effects of those texts. 

The second relevant notion of context is the context of teaching. We believe 
that discussions of grammar should relate in some direct and obvious way to the 
activities of the students as they do their work. When the students are reading, 
how do the patterns of language choices contribute to the meanings expressed in 
the texts read? When students are writing, how do the patterns of language 
choices that have been made (or avoided) relate to the purposes of their texts? 
That is, grammar should be taught in such a way that students become aware of 
the meaningful consequences of making choices in language, whether we are 
talking of language reception (as in reading and listening), or language 
production (as in writing and speaking). 

Our view of language requires that we emphasize the view that language is a 
resource for creating meaning. The basic unit of meaning is the text as a whole, 
thus this second view of context requires that grammar (and more broadly, 
language) eventually be included as part of the discussion of how texts mean 
what they do.  

As a last point, let me say that I hope teachers will find the approach in this 
paper to language instruction useful, so I will introduce as few technical concepts 
from Systemic theory as possible. However, this presentation is based on 
Systemic Functional theory and is compatible with it. 

Let me now turn to my presentation.  

Writing teachers often criticize their students merely for using a passive 
construction. How many of us have been told at one time or another “Never use 
the passive!”? A slightly more sophisticated position is presented in the online 
help provided by the Purdue English department: 
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In most nonscientific writing situations, active voice is preferable to passive for 
the majority of your sentences. Even in scientific writing, overuse of passive 
voice or use of passive voice in long and complicated sentences can cause 
readers to lose interest or become confused. Sentences in active voice are 
generally —though not always—clearer and more direct than those in passive 
voice (OWL, downloaded 8/3/2007).  

Notice, however, this discussion still implies that students should not use the 
passive; the active form is ‘preferable’. Further, it implies that if you find 
yourself producing many passives in a single passage you should change your 
structure. At best, this description discusses trends. A discussion of trends cannot 
provide much help to writers trying to word a sentence in a particular situation.  

In this paper, I hope to provide information and activities which will help 
writers make decisions concerning individual cases. I will present my material as 
a semi-structured lesson plan with the answer key included.  
II.  My Students: Prospective teachers in the second year of their program. 
III.  Goals: Students learn to evaluate uses of the passive in context. When does 
the passive construction help construct an effective text? 
IV. Prior knowledge of students: I discuss the passive voice in the context of a 
course in which grammar is a continuing topic.  By the time I get to this unit, the 
course has already addressed the following topics in grammar. 

A. Students can identify clauses in text.  
Three general sorts of situations are illustrated in example sets 1-3 

below. (Clause boundaries are indicated by double vertical lines, or, in 
the case of Group 3, by double square brackets.) 

  1. Coordinated clauses:  The clauses are equal in grammatical status.  
  a. no ellipsis 
   i. Bill waited for us, || but we didn’t arrive in time. 
  b. with ellipsis (Words recovered through ellipsis are written in all 
  caps within brackets and preceded by a caret ^) 

i. Freddie picked up the hammer, || [^FREDDIE] found some 
nails in his toolbox || and [^FREDDIE] began his work. 
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ii. Delores had been everywhere || and [^DELORES HAD] 
done everything. 

iii. Mary liked the cake, || but Bill didn’t [^LIKE THE CAKE]. 
  2. Clauses related via subordination where the subordinate clause 

plays a clause level function: One clause is dominant and the other 
is subordinate.  

  a.  When Mary comes
  b.  John arrived || 

, || I’ll give her the book. 

  c. They think || 
before Mary left 

that they can fix it quickly
  3. Subordinate Clauses that are within noun phrases or adjective 

phrases, or which function directly as noun phrases. 

. 

  a. I watched the boy [[who had the cards
  b. Take [[

]]. 
what you want]]. (c.p. Take 

  c. I was sure [[
the things [[that you want]].) 

that they would come
  d. [[

]]. 
What surprised me]] was [[that he came at all

B. Students know how voice is expressed in the clause 

]]. 
 (c.p. The thing [[that surprised me]] was [[that he came at all]].) 

Specifically, they know how passive clauses are formed. Students 
have already discussed the form of the passive and done exercises which 
relate active clauses to their passive counterparts and vice versa.  
Active Voice 
A feature of sentences in which the subject performs the action of the 
verb and the direct object is the goal or the recipient …. (Haussamen et 
al. 2003. 97) 
Passive Voice 
A feature of sentences in which the object or goal of the action functions 
as the sentence subject and the main verb phrase includes the verb to be 
and the past participle …. (Haussamen et al. 2003. 103).  The examples 
in Group 4 illustrate active clauses and those in Group 5 illustrate the 
corresponding passive versions.  
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4. Active voice 5. Passive voice 
a The children broke the vase a The vase was broken by the children 
b A spider bit Peter b Peter was bitten by a spider 
c The mechanic had fixed the car c The car had been fixed by the mechanic 

Three differences distinguish the active clauses in Group 4 from their passive 
counterparts in Group 5.  

1. The objects of the sentences in group 4 (the vase, Peter, and the 
car) all appear as Subject of the corresponding sentence in 5.  

2. The Subjects in group 4 (the children, a spider, and the mechanic) 
appear as part of a prepositional phrase introduced by by. The entire 
by-phrase functions as Adverbial in the sentence in group 5. This 
by-phrase is called the agentive by-phrase. 

3. The verb phrases in group 5 all have one more helping verb than 
those in group 4. A form of the helping verb BE (am, is, are, was, 
were, be, been) has been added to the verb phrases in group 5. 
Further, the verb that follows BE is a past participle. (Note the -n/-
en added to the main verb in 5 a and b. The forms broken and bitten 
can only function as past participle.)  

C.  Students can identify agentive and non agentive passive clauses.   
Not all passive clauses are like the examples in Group 5 which 

contain a by-phrase that expresses the agent. Those passive clauses that 
contain an agentive by-phrase are agentive passive clauses. Examples 
6.a-c do not contain an agentive by-phrases, therefore they are non-
agentive passive clauses. 

 6.  Non agentive passive clauses 
     a. The vase was broken. 
     b. Peter was bitten. 
      c. The car had been fixed. 

D.  Students can identify finite and non-finite clauses 
By the time they get to this unit my students can generally 

distinguish finite (all clauses in Groups 1-6) from non-finite (the 
italicized clauses in Group 7) clauses.  
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  7.  Non finite clauses 
   a. Broken by the terrible wind, the tower lay on the ground in pieces. 
   b. Having sat out the storm during the night, he then set off the next 

morning. 
   c. I would like him to bring us the extra sails before morning. 
   d. The people expecting us to leave early were sorely disappointed. 

E. Students are familiar with (but not necessarily proficient with) the 
concepts of Given and New.  

The two ends of clauses are important, but they are important for 
different reasons. Clauses typically begin with information that is Given 
(i.e., familiar to the reader), and they typically end with information that 
is New. New information consists of ideas that the writers want their 
readers to remember. Further, the beginnings of clauses (roughly up to 
and including the Subject of the clause) contain information that writers 
are using as a point of departure for the ideas that are expressed later in 
the clause. In other words, the beginning of the clause serves as a 
framework for interpreting the remainder of the message. Text 1 is an 
excerpt from a service announcement which illustrates a typical 
distribution of Given and New information. 

TEXT 1: EXCERPT FROM SUPPLEMENTS IN CYBERSPACE1

1. Many [herbal remedies and other dietary supplements] are found on retail 
sites, where you can buy products online with a mere click of the mouse.  

 

2. These sites may be convenient.  
3. They also may be misleading. 

This makes the point that it is easy to obtain these food supplements but the 
retail sites are not trustworthy places to gather information. Words and 
phrases in Text 1 which address convenience and trustworthiness have 
been italicized. These words fall at the ends of their clauses, the location of 
normal emphasis, and are presented as New information. 

                                                 
1 In all the texts presented in this paper, each sentence has been numbered and begins 
on a new line. 
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At the beginning of these clauses we find references to herbal remedies 
and supplements and references to various web sites. The herbal remedies 
and supplements are Given, since they are implicated by the title of the 
text, supplements in cyberspace. The retail sites are also given in sentences 
5 and 6, since they were mentioned in sentence 4. 

V.  Lesson: 
Resources: Two or three texts which belong to different genres (and therefore 
achieve different purposes and express different ranges of meanings) and which 
also contain multiple examples of passive clauses.  
Instructions (for the students) step 1:  
Identify all the finite passive clauses in the following text. Circle the passive verb 
phrases (In this handout the finite passive verb phrases are in bold) and underline 
the clauses.  
My answer keys for Texts 2, 3 and 4 are provided below. 
TEXT 2: BIOGRAPHY – CHANG. 1992: 29-30 
1. Following the custom, my great-grandfather was married young, at 

fourteen, to a woman six years his senior.   
2. It was considered one of the duties of a wife to help bring up her husband. 
3. The story of his wife, my great-grandmother, was typical of millions of 

Chinese women of her time.   
4. She came from a family of tanners called Wu.   
5. Because her family was not an intellectual one and [^HER FAMILY] did 

not hold any official post, and because she was a girl, she was not given a 
name at all.   

6. Being the second daughter, she was simply called ‘Number Two Girl’ (Er-
ya-tou).  

7. Her father died when she was an infant, and she was brought up by an 
uncle.   

8. One day, when she was six years old, the uncle was dining with a friend 
whose wife was pregnant.   

9. Over dinner the two men agreed that if the baby was a boy he would be 
married to the six-year-old niece.   
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10. The two young people never met before their wedding.   
11. In fact, falling in love was considered almost shameful, a family disgrace.   
12. Not because it was taboo--there was, after all, a venerable tradition of 

romantic love in China—but because young people were not supposed to 
be exposed to situations where such a thing could happen, partly because it 
was immoral for them to meet, and partly because marriage was seen 
above all as a duty, an arrangement between two families.   

13. With luck, one could fall in love after getting married. 
14. At fourteen, and having lived a very sheltered life, my great-grandfather 

was little more than a boy at the time of his marriage.   
15. On the first night, he did not want to go into the wedding chamber.   
16. He went to bed in his mother’s room and [^HE] had to be carried in to his 

bride after he fell asleep.   
17. But, although he was a spoiled child and still needed help to get dressed, he 

knew how to ‘plant children,’ according to his wife.   
18. My grandmother was born within a year of the wedding, on the fifth day 

of the fifth moon, in early summer 1909.   
19. She was in a better position than her mother, for she was actually given a 

name:  Yu-fang.   
20. Yu, meaning ‘jade,’ was her generation name, given to all the offspring of 

the same generation, while fang means ‘fragrant flowers.’ 
TEXT 3: MA THESIS ABSTRACT – OKUMURA 2000: 1  
1. This study investigated the effects of speaker’s accent, nationality, and 

ethnicity on 131 undergraduates’ attitudes toward Asian accents.  
2. Japanese, Chinese, and Indian accented English were examined.  
3. Two American and two Australian speakers were included for comparison 

purposes.  
4. Speech samples were obtained by tape recording 10 people (two Japanese, 

two Chinese, two Indians, two Australians and two Americans) reading a 
short passage aloud.  

5. Students were divided into three groups.  
6. All students were presented with the speech samples.  
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7. The first group of students heard only the speech samples; the second 
group of students heard the speech samples after being informed of each 
speaker’s nationality; the third group of students heard the speech samples 
after looking at pictures of each speaker.  

8. Students were asked to evaluate aspects of the speakers’ reading, such as 
clarity and fluency, and they also responded to questions regarding the 
stereotypes they held of the speakers’ countries.  

9. The findings showed that all three groups of students rated the native 
speakers’ accents more favorably overall than the Asian speakers’, and that 
nationality and ethnicity positively affected the students’ language 
judgments of the Asian accents.  

10. The results also indicated that national stereotypes affected language 
quality judgments. 

TEXT 4: DESCRIPTION OF A SCENE: EVANS. 1994. 41. 
1. The mail coat and axe-hammer were buried with the dead man’s personal 

possessions.  
2. The mailcoat, folded several times, was placed on the burial chamber floor 

across the axis of the ship.  
3. A leather garment or skin was spread over it, and the fluted silver bowl 

was placed on top, its foot-ring pressing through leather into supple links. 
4. The mail had corroded into a solid mass of iron rings so dense that 

radiography was unable to recover any details, but its bulk suggests that it 
may have been at least thigh-length.  

5. It was made of finely forged iron links, a uniform 8 mm in diameter with 
rows alternately butt-jointed and riveted with tiny copper rivets.  

6. When worn, the mail would have been heavy but supple and strong, 
capable of protecting against spear and sword thrusts.  

7. No similar mass of mail has yet been found in a contemporary European 
context although the technique of manufacture was known, as fragments 
are occasionally found in high-status graves.  



          THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2011, VOL 21, NO. 1 

10 

8. Face and neckguards of mail of similar manufacture are also known from 
the chieftains’ graves of Vendel and Valsgärde in Sweden and from the 
slightly later helmet from Coppergate, York. 

Instructions Step 2:  
Discuss the purposes of these texts and the meanings that are important in them.  
Again I have provided the sorts of answers I envisage below.  
Text 2 is a kind of narrative. Things happen in it. The two children are the main 
characters. However they are not seen as doing much on their own. (Indeed, the 
only clause that expresses one of the children actively doing something is in 
sentence 16. He went to bed in his mother’s room…. .) Rather, the adults in the 
environment do things to the children and on their behalf. (1. My great 
grandfather was married…, 6. …she was simply called…, 7. …she was brought 
up by an uncle, 16. …he … had to be carried in to his bride… etc.)  
Text 3: The first 8 sentences of Text 3 also construct a kind of narrative—one 
which describes what was done in an experiment. This portion of the text focuses 
on the events which took place. However, since the events that are described are 
scientific procedures, the actor is supposed to be unimportant, and is not 
mentioned. 
Text 4 describes what was found in an archaeological dig. The focus is on the 
situation, and so this text describes very little action. Indeed only one clause in 
the entire passage uses the active voice to describe an action (4 The mail had 
corroded…,), but even here the focus is on the result since this clause is followed 
by a clause that describes the result (so dense that radiography was unable to 
recover any details). Similarly although clause 7a. has a passive structure and 
describes an action (no similar mass of mail has yet been found…), this clause 
also implies that the mail is unique—i.e. the clause implies a situation that 
results. Most of the remaining passive clauses, while using verbs that describe 
actions (buried, placed, spread, made, etc.), also focus on the results of the 
actions rather than the actions themselves. In addition the author of Text 4 seems 
to use the various objects in the burial (mail coat, leather garment, fluted silver 
bowl, etc.) as the means of organizing the description, while the point of each 
clause addresses aspects of the placement or physical condition of these objects.  
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Can we explain these different impressions? How do the passive 
constructions contribute to these impressions? Let us focus on the impression that 
Texts 2 and 3 emphasize actions while Text 4 focuses on description. How do the 
passive clauses fit in with this impression? 

First we need to distinguish between actional passives and statal passives. 
The distinction between actional and statal passives concerns whether the focus 
of the clause is on the action that is taking place (as in 8.a) or on the situation that 
results from the action (as in 8.b). 
8. a.  The door was locked at 5:00. (I saw Mary lock it.) 
 b. The door was locked at 5:00. (That is when I tried to get in and I 

couldn’t.) 
It should be noted that the word locked in 8.b functions in a way that is 
very similar to an adjective in a predicative structure as in 8.c. 

 c. The door was strong.         
Indeed the examples in 9 show that several past participles have slipped 
into an adjective category in exactly this situation. 

9. a.  I am (very) bored. 
 b.  He is (very) interested. 
 c.  They are (very) pleased. 

The fact that bored and interested may be modified by very indicates that 
they are no longer verbs, but adjectives.  

Instructions Step 3:  
Once you have identified the passive clauses in each text, go through the passive 
clauses and see which ones contain agentive by-phrases in them. Tables 2b, 3b, 
and 4b identify the passive clauses in each text. If a clause contains a by-phrase, 
it is an agentive passive. Write ‘agent’ in Column 4 beside that clause. If the 
clause does not contain an agentive by-phrase, it is a non-agentive passive. Write 
‘nonagent’ in Column 4 beside the clause. 
Instructions Step 4: 
Once you have identified the agentive and non-agentive passive clauses, go 
through the clauses again and see if you can tell whether each clause focuses on 
the action or on the situation that results from the action. If the clause focuses on 
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the action it is an actional passive and you should write actional in Column 3 
beside the clause. If the clause focuses on the resulting situation, write statal in 
Column 3. (In deciding whether a clause is actional or statal, it is appropriate to 
examine nearby sentences and how this clause fits in with them.) You may find 
examples that you are unable to make a firm decision for. In those cases put your 
best guess, add a question mark beside it and be ready to discuss the two ways 
(actional or statal) the clause may be interpreted. 

After the students have analyzed the passives in each text, ask the students to 
summarize the results they have found for each text, and to make guesses as to 
why they obtained the results that they did. These guesses should relate the 
results obtained to the descriptions of the texts given in step 2. 
Table 2b Answer Key: Passive clauses in Text 2  

1. 2. 3. 4. 
S # Sentence Text Act/Stat Agent 
1 Following the custom, my great-grandfather was 

married young, at fourteen, to a woman six years 
his senior.   

Actional Nonagent 

2 It was considered one of the duties of a wife to 
help bring up her husband. 

Statal Nonagent 

5 … she was not given a name at all.   Actional  Nonagent 
6 … she was simply called ‘Number Two Girl’.  (?) Statal Nonagent 
7 … and she was brought up by an uncle.   Actional Agent 
9 … he would be married to the six-year-old niece.   Actional Nonagent 
11 In fact, falling in love was considered almost 

shameful, a family disgrace.   
Statal Nonagent 

12a but because young people were not supposed to 
be exposed to situations where such a thing could 
happen,  

 Statal Nonagent 

12b because marriage was seen above all as a duty, an 
arrangement between two families.   

Statal Nonagent 

16 … [^HE] had to be carried in to his bride ….   Actional Nonagent 
18 My grandmother was born within a year of the 

wedding, on the fifth day of the fifth moon, in 
early summer 1909.   

Actional Nonagent 

19 …for she was actually given a name:  Yu-fang.   Actional Nonagent 
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Analysis of actional vs. statal passives 
Clear Examples Doubtful examples 
Actional Statal Actional Statal 
     7      4       1 

With seven out of twelve passives analyzed as actional, actional passives 
predominate in Text 2. Three of the clearly statal passives involve thinking 
(believing) (considered (2x) and seen). These clauses provide background to 
interpret the events of the narrative, thus they supplement the actions described in 
the narrative. Only one passive (7) is an agentive passive. This is used when the 
agent of the action is being emphasized. 
Table 3b Answer Key: Passive clauses in Text 3 

1. 2. 3. 4. 
S # Text Act/Stat Agent 
2 Japanese, Chinese, and Indian accented English 

were examined.  
Actional Nonagent 

3 Two American and two Australian speakers were 
included for comparison purposes.  

Actional Nonagent 

4 Speech samples were obtained by tape recording 
10 people (two Japanese, two Chinese, two Indians, 
two Australians and two Americans) reading a short 
passage aloud.  

Actional Nonagent 

5 Students were divided into three groups.  Actional Nonagent 
6 All students were presented with the speech 

samples.  
Actional Nonagent 

8a Students were asked to evaluate aspects of the 
speakers’ reading, such as clarity and fluency,  

Actional Nonagent 

All the passives in Text 3 are actional passives. Since these clauses comprise 
all but four clauses of this passage, that analysis supports the notion that this 
passage as a whole focuses on action. None of the passives express the agent, 
largely because the identities of the agents of the passives are known (the 
experimenters) and therefore it is not necessary to express the agent. Further, the 
philosophy of objective science assumes that these identities are irrelevant and 
therefore there is a motive not to express the agent. 
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Table 4b Answer Key:  Passive clauses in Text 4 
1. 2. 3. 4. 

S # Sentence Text Act/Stat Agent 
1 The mail coat and axe-hammer were buried with 

the dead man’s personal possessions.  
(?) Statal Nonagent 

2 The mailcoat, folded several times, was placed on 
the burial chamber floor across the axis of the ship.  

Statal Nonagent 

3a A leather garment or skin was spread over it, Statal Nonagent 
3b  and the fluted silver bowl was placed on top,  Statal Nonagent 
5 It was made of finely forged iron links, a uniform 8 

mm in diameter with rows alternately butt-jointed 
and riveted with tiny copper rivets.  

Statal Nonagent 

7a No similar mass of mail has yet been found in a 
contemporary European context  

Actional Nonagent 

7b although the technique of manufacture was known,  Statal Nonagent 
7c as fragments are occasionally found in high-status 

graves.  
(?) Statal Nonagent 

8. Face and neckguards of mail of similar manufacture 
are also known from the chieftains’ graves of 
Vendel and Valsgärde in Sweden and from the 
slightly later helmet from Coppergate, York. 

Statal Nonagent 

Only one of the 9 passive clauses in Text 4 is clearly actional. Six of the 
remaining clauses are clearly statal, while clauses 1 and 7c are ambiguous. In 
other words, two thirds of these passives support the emphasis on describing 
what was found in this archaeological dig. It is worth noting that the non-passive 
clauses either focus on the results of some process (4. had corroded … so dense 
that radiography was unable to recover…) or simply describe an artifact (4. its 
bulk suggests that it may have been at least thigh length.  6.  the mail would have 
been heavy but supple…)  

All of the passives in this text are nonagentive passives, primarily because no 
one knows who buried the mail coat or placed it etc.  However, even if we could 
identify these people it is hardly likely that this archaeological description would 
have named them.  That is, I don’t see sentences such as Brunhilde buried the 
mail coat and axe hammer with the dead man’s possessions or Hrothgar spread 
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a leather garment over the mail coat used in this sort of text. (Of course, I do see 
such sentences being used in a historical novel that involves burying a chieftain.)   
Instructions Step 5: Change each passive clause to its corresponding active 
clause. How do the changes affect the nature of the text that includes the clause 
(not the individual sentences)? 
Sample answer, Text 2d: 
1. Following the custom, my great-great grandfather married my great-

grandfather young, at fourteen, to a woman six years his senior.   
2. The Chinese people considered it one of the duties of a wife to help bring up 

her husband. 
3. The story of his wife, my great-grandmother, was typical of millions of 

Chinese women of her time.   
4. She came from a family of tanners called Wu.   
5. Because her family was not an intellectual one and [^HER FAMILY] did not 

hold any official post, and because she was a girl, the family did not give her 
a name at all.   

6. Being the second daughter, they simply called her ‘Number Two Girl’ (Er-
ya-tou).  

7. Her father died when she was an infant, and an uncle brought her up.   
8. One day, when she was six years old, the uncle was dining with a friend 

whose wife was pregnant.   
9. Over dinner the two men agreed that if the baby was a boy, they would 

marry him to the six-year-old niece.   
Changing sentences 1 and 2 to their active counterparts makes them quite 

awkward. The active form of sentence 1 seems barely acceptable. The active 
form of Sentence 2 requires us to mention the Agent of considered. The original 
form of Sentence 2 allows us to omit the Agent. Since no specific group of 
people is intended, this omission is quite useful. Changing the passive clauses in 
Sentences 5-9 to their active counterparts makes this portion of the text focus on 
the family and what it did, rather than on the girl and what happened to her.  
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Discussion: 
The three texts above were all carefully edited and read by many readers before 
they were published. There were ample opportunities to change the passive 
clauses to the corresponding active clauses all along the way to publication had 
anyone wanted to.  The fact that these passages appear the way they do is a 
testament to the effectiveness of these passive constructions in these contexts. 
What is it about the three contexts that makes the passives appropriate here?  
Text 2: Text 2 is a narrative and most of the sentences describe events. However, 
the narrative focuses on the children. But these children don’t do much 
themselves. Rather the adults do things for them and to them.  Passive clauses 
constitute one good tool to create that effect. With one exception the passive 
clauses do not express an agent. Largely because the people who do the various 
actions either are known (e.g. the family in 4. …she was not given a name at all., 
6. … she was simply called ‘Number Two Girl’ (Er-ya-tou).) or we have an 
unknown and/or general Actor (2. It was considered one of the duties…, 12. 
…marriage was seen above all as a duty…). The only case in which we find the 
agent expressed is a case where an unusual agent performs the action (7. …she 
was brought up by an uncle). In this clause, the agent (the uncle) is the focus of 
new information. 
Text 2: Text 2 is also a narrative, however it is written in circumstances that 
discourage mentioning the performers of the actions. In the descriptions of 
scientific procedures, readers are interested in the processes that took place. 
Because of the view that science is objective and that experiments should be 
replicable regardless of who performs them, writers of scientific papers are 
encouraged to omit all reference to the performers of the actions1. Further, 
changing all the passive clauses to their corresponding actives would require the 
authors to repeat the subjects (we, or the authors) many times. Since the readers 
know who performed the procedures merely by considering the situation (i.e. the 
authors are simply reporting on an experiment that they themselves have done), 
this repetition is not helpful. The non-agentive passive construction is an 
excellent tool to focus on the processes that took place without mentioning the 
agents. 
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Text 3: Text 3 is a description of a scene. While the text describes actions 
(placed, spread, made) we are less interested in the actions themselves than in 
the results of those actions. When the text says A leather garment or skin was 
spread over [the mail coat], we are being told something about where the leather 
garment was, rather than what happened to the leather garment. Again, the 
identity of the actors is unknown and irrelevant.  

Let me end this section with a summary of several factors which lead one to 
use the passive voice. In general I have tried to frame this summary in such a 
way as to link the uses of the passive to the purposes of the author. 
1. Genre: The genre to which a passage belongs greatly affects whether a passive 
is or is not effective.  A recounting of the procedures used in an experiment 
typically uses many passives. Similarly descriptions often use statal passives. By 
contrast, narratives typically use the active voice whenever possible —with the 
exception of narratives in which the main characters are being presented as 
powerless, and do not actively do anything. The trends in the distributions of 
various constructions in the different genres often relate to the values attached to 
what should be expressed in the genres themselves. An obvious case in point is 
the linking of passive voice in the procedures sections of scientific reports to the 
value that the agents are irrelevant.  
2. The agentive passive voice is useful, if the performer of the action is the focus 
of New information. Using an agentive passive construction in this situation is 
useful because it places the performer at the end of the clause —the part of the 
clause that normally contains New information.  
3. The nonagentive passive voice is useful if you wish to emphasize the process 
involved, rather than the performer (as in scientific writing). 
4. The nonagentive passive voice is useful if one does not want to identify the 
performer of the action. This may occur because the identity of the performer is 
unimportant or obvious, or the performer is not identifiable, or if it is useful not 
to identify the performer for some special reason. (For example one wishes to 
avoid assigning blame/credit.) 
5. The passive voice is useful if you wish to avoid what would otherwise be a 
long subject in the active voice. 
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6.  The passive voice is useful if you wish to retain the same subject throughout a 
long and complicated sentence. 
7.  The passive voice is useful if you wish to retain the same topic over a passage 
of several sentences.  
Conclusion: 

In this paper I have provided one example of how the discussion of grammar 
might be integrated into discussions of reading and/or of writing. Let me try to 
express the general principles which I see as important. 

First, in this lesson I assume that grammatical choices used to create a text 
grammar contribute to the expression of meaning. The choice of one or another 
grammatical construction is meaningful, and therefore is important.  
1. Students should be given experiences that encourage them to consider how 

the language used contributes to the meanings expressed through the text. 
That is, we should constantly ask ourselves and our students “How does this 
text mean what it does?” 

Clearly if we are to address that question, we must address—as part of 
our discussion of grammar—the question “What does this text mean?” 
Which meanings are critical to this text? Which meanings are less important 
to this text? 

Then the next question that needs to be asked is “How do the 
grammatical choices contribute to the expressions of the meanings 
discovered in the text?” 

This lesson required students to read a selection of texts carefully and 
think about the purposes of the texts and the meanings expressed in them. 
The students are then asked to explore how a particular grammatical structure 
contributes to the overall effect of the texts. Eventually the focus should be 
broadened from considering only a single grammatical structure or a small 
group of them to considering all the language choices in the text that 
contribute to the interpretations which the students arrived at. Ultimately we 
are interested in the patterns of meaning expressed in a text regardless of the 
specific lexical or grammatical means of expression. 
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2. Meanings that are important to any text tend to be repeated in a variety of 
ways. Thus students should learn to interpret patterns of choices rather than 
individual instances. Individual instances should be interpreted primarily as 
they contrast with the patterns of meaningful choices in the background. 

3. This sort of lesson potentially fits in with classroom activities in that it 
encourages students to read the sample texts carefully. Students may begin 
with a very general interpretation of the text, but as they work with it, that 
general interpretation should become directed at particular issues brought out 
by the grammatical phenomena at issue.  

Discussions that address how patterns of choices in language contribute to 
the meanings expressed in a text constitute a major part of what I mean by 
teaching grammar in context. A second aspect of teaching grammar in context 
involves ensuring that the grammar discussions address issues that are important 
to the classroom.  

The sort of lesson proposed here potentially fits in with classroom activities 
in that it encourages students to read the sample texts carefully. They may begin 
with a very general interpretation of the text, but as they work with it (and its 
language), that general interpretation can become directed at particular issues 
brought out by the grammatical phenomena at issue. Of course any of a large 
number of grammatical phenomena (punctuation, nominalizations, etc.) may be 
addressed in this way. I believe it is a short step from discussing the works of 
other, professional authors to reading and editing the students’ own written work 
in a similar way. That is, I hope that this example lesson plan demonstrates one 
way in which the discussion of grammar may be integrated with the normal 
reading and writing activities essential to the English class. 

As a final point let me say that this paper derives from a position which 
considers every difference in form to be significant.  I assume that all differences 
in form (the wording) signal some difference of meaning. In this view, the 
passive voice is not merely a paraphrase for the active voice. Taking matters of 
language form seriously and examining the meaningful consequences of using 
one or another form and the effects of these different meanings on the texts they 
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construct will help our students become sensitive to the language they encounter 
and produce. 

The two texts below express issues that are appropriate here. Both assume 
that every element we encounter has a function and is appropriate for something 
at some time. I believe it is useful for us to take that same view of the elements of 
language and that as language users, and also those of us who are language users 
who also teach, we should endeavor to discover, to the best of our abilities, what 
that function is. The Ogden Nash poem reminds us that it is not always easy to 
determine that function.  

To Every Thing There is a Season 
To every thing, turn, turn, turn 

there is a season, turn, turn, turn 
and a time for every purpose under heaven 

Pete Seeger 
The Fly 

The lord in his wisdom made the fly 
And then forgot to tell us why. 

Ogden Nash 
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Meaning – A New Context for Grammar Instruction 
Geoffrey W. Layton 

Master’s Candidate, Northeastern Illinois University, Chicago, Illinois 

I was raised on “old school” grammar in the 1950s and early 60s, first in an 
aptly designated “grammar school,” where the eight parts of speech formed the 
basis of standardized test questions; and then in middle and high school, where 
subject-verb agreement, gerunds and participles, sentence diagramming and 
dependent clauses, along with sentence fragments, comma spices, and run-on 
sentences were every student’s nemesis; and then again in college, where 
grammar was revered, and composition courses (and their instructors) were 
among the most highly regarded in the English department. 

Grammar became important to me again when, after a long career in 
advertising, I became an English teacher, and my first job was at a Chicago 
inner-city school serving at-risk students whose reading and writing skills were 
seriously deficient. It seemed obvious to me that the problem was easily solved – 
simply impart the same grammar lessons I had learned in my youth to my own 
students.  Imagine my shock and surprise when every student failed the mid-term 
grammar test. 

A catastrophe of that magnitude was clearly not the students’ fault, nor did I 
think it was mine. I felt compelled to find out why formal grammar had failed 
these kids where it seemed to have served me so well.  I quickly learned, of 
course, that grammar had become the “Rodney Dangerfield” of the English 
department and that grammar had not only lost its caché, it had been all but 
banned from the classroom. And although grammar does seem to be getting more 
respect recently, it still has not recovered from the research condemning it as 
useless and even harmful. 

The difference between the traditional grammar instruction of my youth (the 
one that I had tried to impose unsuccessfully in my classroom) and the currently 
accepted grammar pedagogy seems to be based on the concept of “context.” 
Indeed, if there is a glimmer of hope that grammar may regain at least some of its 
stature, that hope is based on the concept of “context.”  If grammar is taught “in 
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context,” rather than in the “isolated exercises” as rejected by NCTE, then 
presumably it will be more effective in the teaching of writing.  In fact, this 
debate seems to have reached a point where there is apparently some general 
agreement that grammar instruction may now be worthy of inclusion in the 
curriculum if it is taught “in context.”   

Now, however, the debate needs to have advanced to the next level – what is 
the context in which grammar should be taught? At first it might seem that 
Constance Weaver’s “Grammar in the Context of Writing” might be the answer. 
This approach apparently deals with the NCTE complaint against teaching 
“isolated” grammar lessons – if the lessons are “in context,” they can hardly be 
isolated, and using students’ own writing gives the appearance of “authenticity.”  
What’s not to like? 

The problem is that teaching “grammar in the context of writing” is still 
teaching grammar, not writing, or at least not the part of writing that produces 
meaning. It focuses on the very last stage of the so-called “writing process,” the 
detection and correction of error – in themselves certainly meritorious activities, 
but “grammar in the context of writing” still leaves grammar at the end of the 
writing process, far removed from the initial steps of invention and discovery and 
the very creation of meaning.  “Grammar in the context of writing” is still 
teaching grammar as a skill that has little impact on the overall quality of writing 
other than its mechanical properties. 

So the current context in which grammar should be taught seems, then, to 
have arrived at a point that relegates grammar to a relatively inferior position in 
the writing process.  It’s as if grammar has assumed the place of an appendix in 
the book of English instruction.  In fact, many composition textbooks actually 
adopt such a physical layout – the “real writing” at the beginning of the book and 
the “grammar” (or rules) at the end.   

Therefore, if the structure of the textbook is followed in the classroom, 
students study writing first, then grammar.  This system, however, only reverses 
the traditional method, which called for teaching grammar first (“Grammar until 
Christmas!”) and then composition. It doesn’t change the way in which grammar 
is taught – as primarily a set of terminology, rules, and definitions all of which 
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have little to do with the creation of meaning, which is what “real writing” is all 
about. Hence, the problem remains – whether there can be a context in which 
grammar can have an impact on those stages of the writing process concerned 
with discovery, invention and the creation of meaning.  The fact that this is such 
a difficult question indicates just how disconnected grammar has become from 
writing.   

Legions of English teachers – myself included – typically instruct their 
students to forget about grammar during the initial steps of the “writing process.”  
Whatever technique is currently in vogue for the first step in the process 
(brainstorming or free-writing or graphic organizers), the message to students is 
clear – “just get your ideas down on paper and ignore the grammar.”  Even after 
the first and second draft, our message to students is “Don’t worry about the 
grammar!” At least not until they’re ready to turn in the final draft. Then be sure 
to clean up grammar messes made while engaged in the important work of 
finding the proper expression for ideas, uninhibited by the repressive rules of 
grammar. 

The message is clear.  Grammar hinders writing.  Grammar clouds clear 
thinking.  Grammar stifles creativity.  Grammar interferes with a writer’s ability 
to create meaning.  Whatever process creates meaning, inspires creativity, and 
provokes thought, it clearly isn’t grammar.  In the world of writing instruction, 
grammar is reduced to putting the “finishing touches” to a piece of otherwise 
sound writing, sort of like a final inspection before your prom date shows up.  
Good grammar might be necessary, but in terms of creating meaning, focusing 
attention on “good grammar” doesn’t produce good writing and may even 
prevent it.  Meaning is created by doing something other than grammar – for 
example, thinking about the process of invention, discovery, and the creation of 
meaning.   

Therefore, if grammar is ever to resume its place in the English pantheon, 
something must be found to re-connect grammar to that part of the writing 
process that discovers and creates meaning.  What’s lacking is a way to connect 
the two – something that connects grammar with the creative process of writing. 
The connection, I think, lies in the purpose of language itself – creating meaning.  
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And grammar has a clear connection to that process.  For if the purpose of 
language is to create meaning, and similarly if the purpose of grammar is to 
produce that language, then the connection between the two must be meaning 
itself.  Therefore, the purpose of grammar, like language itself, must be to create 
meaning.  And if it is meaning that connects grammar and language, then 
meaning must also be the connection between writing and grammar, and even, I 
will argue, between reading and grammar. 

Therefore, in order to have an impact on writing, grammar must be taught in 
the context of meaning itself.  The end of the search for the context of grammar 
instruction, then, may be no more (or less) complicated than arriving at a 
workable definition of “meaning” – to determine what the “meaning of meaning 
is” so that grammar can be taught in that context. Fortunately, determining “the 
meaning of meaning” may not be as difficult as it sounds. What if the “meaning 
of meaning” – at least in the way in which it is produced and discerned through 
writing and reading – actually has an easy, straightforward definition?  In fact, 
many if not most of my students – few of whom are even able to find the subject 
and predicate of a simple sentence – are able to define the “meaning of meaning” 
quite easily.  

When presented with a simple sentence such as The baby cried, they don’t 
spend much time reaching the conclusion that this sentence doesn’t tell them very 
much – that it doesn’t contain very much meaning!  In other words, they come to 
what for them is almost an obvious conclusion, namely that meaning is produced 
when writers address questions that readers want answered.  And these questions 
invariably are the WHO-WHAT-WHY-WHERE-WHEN-HOW questions – 
questions that form what might be called the “Six Parts of Meaning.”   

Without exception, every student realizes that meaning is produced when 
writers create these Six Parts of Meaning.  Every student recognizes the 
importance of answering these questions.  The operational definition of meaning, 
then, is whatever answers these six basic questions, the Six Parts of Meaning. So 
the writer’s job, then, is to provide WHO-WHAT- WHY-WHERE-WHEN-
HOW information – to create the Six Parts of Meaning. 
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But while the definition of the word may not be difficult, students’ ability to 
put the definition into practice is not so easily achieved.  One major problem is 
that their writing is so completely different from their conversations.  When they 
speak, if they leave out important information that their audience wants to know, 
all the listener has to do is utter that wonderful interrogative sentence-word, 
“Huh?” and the speaker will attempt to deal with the problem of creating the 
meaning the listener wants.  But writing is different.   

Writers have to anticipate their readers need for information and meaning.  
Writers have to hear – and answer – the “Huh?” internally as they write, and it is 
very difficult for beginning writers to develop this ability in a way that creates 
meaning in a unified and coherent way.  For without meaning, there is only the 
collective “Huh?”  Writers, therefore, must figure out how to hear the collective 
call of their readers for meaning and also how to answer it. 

Now this may sound like a formidable problem, particularly for high school 
students and even college students, not to mention junior high and elementary 
students, and research to date would indicate that grammar is precisely what 
should not be introduced at this point because it is practically received wisdom 
that grammar does not help students deal with that part of the writing process that 
creates meaning.   

But if grammar is taught in the context of meaning, grammar not only can 
help create meaning, it could even be argued that grammar is the only way to 
create meaning. Indeed, grammar is structured based on these Six Parts of 
Meaning, and each of the six parts is created using a specific grammatical 
construction.  Without that grammatical construction, meaning cannot be created. 

This, then, is the context in which grammar can be taught – using grammar to 
create the Six Parts of Meaning. Consider, for example, the preceding sentence – 
The baby cried.  My students (who have ranged from the most highly educated to 
the most educationally deprived teenagers in Chicago) can do more than 
determine the fact that this sentence lacks meaning.  They can also identify 
precisely what meaning it lacks – first, cause (WHY did the baby cry?); then 
location (WHERE did the baby cry?); then time (WHEN did the baby cry and 
for how long?); and manner (HOW did the baby cry?).  Finally, since it is a 
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grammatical sentence, at least a minimal amount of WHO and WHAT is 
provided – the baby was the one who cried. 

What’s more important, it is the rare student who does not know how to 
create the meaning that is lacking – a “because” clause will answer the causal 
question (“because she was hungry”), a “when” clause to answer the time 
question (“when she woke up”), and perhaps a brief phrase to answer the where 
question (“in her crib”). The fact that few students may know that they have used 
dependent clauses and prepositional phrases to create this meaning is totally 
without relevance. In spite of the insistence of many grammarians that 
terminology and definitions are crucial to talk about language, I have never found 
it necessary for a student to define a preposition or an object of a preposition in 
order to use a prepositional phrase correctly to create meaning in a sentence. 

The result of this exercise is clear.  It demonstrates that there is an easy way 
to define the meaning of meaning – specifically, the information that readers 
want to know from writers.  And writers can answer the reader’s questions by 
using grammar to create the Six Parts of Meaning.  So if providing the answers to 
the Six Parts of Meaning can be accepted as the writer’s major task, then the role 
of grammar must be elevated far beyond its current status as the last thing a 
writer thinks about because it is only by using grammatical constructions that 
writers can create meaning. 

Grammar, then, may actually become the very first thing a writer should 
think about because these Six Parts of Meaning are created by very specific 
grammatical constructions.  A few examples are in order to see how this 
relationship between grammar and meaning can work to teach writing.  
WRITING IN THE CONTEXT OF GRAMMAR –  
USING GRAMMAR TO CREATE MEANING  

Look at another simple sentence in the same style as The baby cried – The 
boy ran.   The problem here is obvious – this sentence needs to provide some 
very specific information in order to make any sense – in order to create 
meaning.  Students can respond to this sentence in exactly same way they 
respond to The baby cried.  They realize that they lack important pieces of 
information – they lack meaning.  And they identify time, location and cause 



          THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2011, VOL 21, NO. 1 

28 

(WHEN, WHERE and WHY) as three of the most important things they’d like 
to know – the meaning they’d like to acquire as readers and produce as writers.  
Therefore, one of the most important benefits using grammar to teach writing is 
that it can inspire confidence in just about any student that they already know 
what’s required of them.  So instead of teaching grammar in the context of 
writing, this method teaches writing in the context of grammar. 

And the great thing about teaching writing in the context of grammar is that 
students already know the answers – they know how to communicate time, 
location and cause – WHEN, WHERE and WHY.  Therefore, it is relatively 
straightforward to show students how to create meaning in a step-by-step process 
using the basic tools of grammar – to write in the context of grammar.  And when 
was the last time writing instruction inspired confidence, particularly in basic 
writers! 
I. HOW TO CREATE “WHEN” MEANING 
 Students already know how to communicate WHEN meaning.  The problem 

is that they don’t know how to do this intentionally.  Therefore, the objective 
is to teach them specific methods of communicating specific types of 
meanings.  Communicating the WHEN of a sentence, for example, can be 
studied and learned through the use of grammatical constructions – adverbs, 
prepositional phrases, and dependent clauses.  Students learn to use these 
constructions – but not to learn grammar! Rather, the purpose is to discover 
how each one creates different levels of meaning – how each construction 
answers readers’ questions about the timing of the action.  The important 
goal, then, is not to teach the terminology, rules, and definitions grammar in 
the context of writing, but to teach writing and the creation of meaning in the 
context of grammar. 
A. ADVERBS 

The easiest way to create WHEN meaning is by using simple one, two, 
or three word adverbs (i.e., Late last night or Early this morning).  These 
adverbs provide the first level of meaning, and the students already know 
the words (although I recommend that they be provided with a word list 
so they can spend their time thinking about sentence construction rather 
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than finding the right word).  Simply selecting from among these words 
and applying them to sample sentences or ones of their own creation will 
create WHEN meaning.  They have created meaning in the context of 
grammar. 

B. PREPOSITIONAL PHRASES 
The next level of WHEN meaning is created by the prepositional phrase.  
Again, the students know the words; they even know how to use them; 
but now they must use them intentionally as a grammatical construction 
to create an additional level of meaning with regard to the WHEN of the 
sentence. In this way, they learn how prepositional phrases – 
grammatical constructions – provide a deeper level of meaning to the 
sentence.  They continue to write and create meaning in the context of 
grammar. 

C. DEPENDENT CLAUSES 
The next level of writing in the context of grammar consists of using 
dependent clauses, again providing a word list along with a sample or 
two of how dependent clauses operates.  Note that there have been no 
definitions, no discussion of terminology, only the use of what Hartwell 
calls “Grammar I” – the grammar that already exists in the students’ 
heads (111). The goal is not to achieve knowledge of definitions, only 
familiarity with usage. This exercise ends the unit on WHEN information 
– how to write and create meaning in the context of grammar. 

D.  “WHEN” MEANING SUMMARY 
These three grammatical constructions –adverbs, prepositional phrases, 
and dependent clauses – are the tools that students need to create WHEN 
meaning in their sentences.  WHEN meaning cannot be created without 
them. In other words, the goal is not to teach grammar but to teach 
writing and more specifically how to create meaning by writing in the 
context of grammar.  Notice, too, that this type of practice is not the 
mindless drilling that so many anti-grammarians complain about.  These 
are drills where students are engaged in creating meaning, only they are 
doing it by using grammar.  
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II. HOW TO CREATE “WHERE” MEANING 
WHERE meaning is created using exactly the same grammatical 
constructions as WHEN meaning – adverbs, prepositions, and dependent 
clauses.  Therefore, when students learn how to use grammar to create 
WHEN information, they are also learning the same constructions that they 
will use to create WHERE information – first adverbs, then add on a 
prepositional phrase, and finally a dependent clause.  And, since they work 
with the same sentences that they have used to create WHEN information, 
they can see that the result is a sentence that is now worthy of the name 
because it contains meaning that the students have created themselves using 
the tools of grammar to build more and more meaning into their sentences.  
They have truly written in the context of grammar; they have used grammar 
to create meaning. 
 Thankfully, the opportunities to use teach writing and grammar continue 
throughout the entire “Six Parts of Meaning,” covering just about every 
grammatical construction you want to use – infinitive phrases, appositives, 
gerunds, participles – they are all tools to create different kinds and different 
levels of meaning.   

III. HOW TO CREATE WHY, WHO, HOW, AND WHAT MEANINGS 
 Rather than continue with more specific lessons about how to write in the 
context of grammar, it should be apparent that other meanings can be 
created by using other grammatical expressions.  For example, the four 
different types of WHY meaning (SIMPLE EXPLANATION, CAUSE 
AND EFFECT, CONDITIONAL CAUSE AND EFFECT, and 
COMPARISON AND CONTRAST) are created by using infinitive and 
prepositional phrases as well as dependent clauses.  WHO meaning is 
created using constructions such as appositives and relative clauses.  

READING IN THE CONTEXT OF GRAMMAR –  
USING GRAMMAR TO DISCERN MEANING  

But the relationship between grammar and meaning doesn’t stop with 
writing.  Even though the debate over the effectiveness of grammar has focused 
on the effect of grammar on writing, it also seems relevant of ask whether 
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grammar can produce better readers.  In other words, there is a part of the 
grammar controversy that really hasn’t received much attention – can grammar 
improve student reading? 

The argument is straightforward – if students can use grammar to create 
meaning in their writing, then they should also be able to use grammar to 
discover meaning in their reading.  And if this link can be demonstrated, then 
grammar should be able to regain much of its status.  This issue, of course, 
requires much more research and analysis than is possible in this paper, but let’s 
see what can be accomplished in just a few paragraphs. 

Using the Six Parts of Meaning, grammar can be used to analyze a work of 
literature at the level of the sentence, the paragraph, the chapter, and even the 
entire work.  An examination of a couple of representative pieces of literature 
will serve as a brief demonstration of the principle.   

For example, the first sentence of a Farewell to Arms shows how 
Hemingway creates both WHEN and WHERE meaning through the use of 
prepositional phrases and a dependent clause: In the late summer of that year we 
lived in a house in a village that looked across the river and plain to the 
mountains (9).  Grammar can also be used to discern the meaning of the first 
sentence of The Great Gatsby.  My father gave me some advice is the basic 
subject-verb-object of the sentence, and Fitzgerald then uses a prepositional 
phrase In my younger and more vulnerable years to create WHEN meaning, 
followed by the dependent clause that I’ve been turning over in my mind ever 
since to create WHAT meaning (5).   

These examples show the potential of using grammar to teach reading 
because now when students read, they can also use grammar to discover 
meaning.  An important point here is that reading is NOT being used to teach 
grammar, but that grammar is being used to teach reading. Nor is grammar taught 
in the context of writing, but writing in the context of grammar.  It is by 
switching the relationships that the power of grammar if revealed, first to create 
meaning through writing and then to discern meaning through reading. 

Therefore, because meaning is the purpose of language, it is also the context 
in which grammar should be taught.  So when people can’t understand why we 
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grammarians get so excited about our subject, the answer is really pretty easy.  
For if the purpose of grammar is truly the creation of meaning itself, then there 
can be no more human activity than the study of grammar because nothing is 
more important to us humans than creating and discovering meaning.  In fact, 
many would argue that creating and discovering meaning is the essential purpose 
of our lives.  So the next time a student asks you about the meaning of life, you 
can respond, “Grammar, my child, grammar!”  
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Toward a Rhetoric of Enfranchising African American 
Students by Teaching Grammar and Language Varieties 

Monique Leslie Akassi, Ph.D. 
Assistant Professor of English, Virginia Union University 

There has been a significant amount of scholarly work devoted to the issues of 
African American students’ grammar and the use of African American 
Vernacular English (AAVE) in academia; AAVE is “a cover term for a variety of 
English which is learned as a first language by African Americans, and which is 
used by the majority of African American adults when conversing in informal 
settings” (Swann, Deumert, Lillis, and Mesthrie 7). During the early 1970s 
Professor Robert Williams proposed that “white linguists were wrong to consider 
African American language to be a dialect of English since the linguistic code 
really had its roots in West African languages” (Delpit, The Skin That We Speak 
xxii). In addition, some scholars believe that Black students should be able to 
write and speak in what they term their native language1

Today many scholars and practitioners are recommending that educators 
acknowledge and respect African American students’ “first language” without 
criticizing it and thereby further oppressing them; moreover, educators must 
teach students the power of code switching,  a rhetorical strategy that students 
can use to apply AAVE in writing genres such as memoirs and narratives, and 
then switching to Standard Written English for other genres, such as 

 in composition courses 
because these students have been oppressed for centuries due to hierarchies 
placed on languages and the negative stereotype regarding the African American 
culture. Furthermore, these students come from a long line of ancestors who were 
brought to America not only unable to speak English but also forbidden to learn 
it. Therefore, many were obliged to use syntax structure from their African 
mother tongues and apply it to the English language and from that process, 
AAVE was born.  

                                                 
1 Although some scholars believe that AAVE is a dialect rather than a language, there are 
many who argue that AAVE is indeed among the 6,912 languages today.   
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argumentation and research papers (Delpit, “What Should Teachers Do? Ebonics 
and Culturally Responsive Instruction,” 17-26). Although some scholars such as 
Geneva Smitherman agree that pupils can find their voice when they are given 
the freedom to communicate through writing without being scrutinized for 
grammar and structure, this so-called liberating approach may not meet the needs 
of minority students as they try to sharpen their writing and speaking skills for 
careers in the academy and a capitalist economy (Talkin and Testifyin’, 1977).

While students are given the freedom to express themselves without fear of 
being questioned or criticized for their work, abandoning the need to teach 
students the grammar of Standard English could be placing them at a 
disadvantage.  Many of these marginalized students come from a social structure 
that emphasizes discipline from their mother tongue that they can relate to, such 
as common metaphors to substitute for formal grammar terms in Standard 
English, terms that are part of academic discourse but not that of African 
American students’ social discourse.  Since it is not the aim of most educators to 
teach students how to be grammarians, it is not necessary for them to regurgitate 
terms such as subordinating conjunctions and adverbials. 

I realized through a recent case study I conducted that students tend to 
remember and master Standard English grammar better if educators use 
metaphors that students can recognize, what Nancy Mack referred  to in a former 
writing workshop for educators as “glue words” (subordinates) and “lawyer 
words” (adverbials), and what I refer to with an emphasis on improving 
marginalized students’ self-esteem in Neo Hybrid Pedagogy in Post-Colonial 
Composition: An Investigation On Writing Portfolios For African American 
Students in Writing Portfolios as bonding words, scholarly words, and FAN 
BOYS to teach grammar rules for comma and semicolon usage. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate which methods of instruction in 
writing and grammar produced better African American student writers in higher 
education composition courses.  Today, as studies consistently show, African 
Americans continue to produce low writing scores due mainly to a large 
percentage of grammatical errors in Standard English usage. As a result, there 
was a need to investigate why many African American students in college are not 
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producing writing that is substantially free of grammatical errors. A comparative 
analysis on three different methods of writing instruction implemented into 
students’ writing portfolio requirements was conducted to assess whether 
students produce better writing if they are exposed to writing pedagogies that 
reflect their African American culture and social discourse, which is 
characterized by authority, direct commands, and fluency through call and 
responses, mimicking the African oral tradition, Black preaching styles, and Rap 
and Hip Hop music. 

Many writing teachers contend that educators should be aware of African 
American students’ social discourse, for their comprehension in learning parallels 
their culture. Moreover, if more teachers would adjust their teaching styles 
according to African American students’ culture and social discourse, such a 
movement can aide students’ ability to identify with the educator and 
instructional methods that ultimately will improve student writing and increase 
student retention in Historically Black Universities. Although teachers may find 
it difficult at first to adjust to applying African American students’ culture and 
social discourse into writing courses, understanding the culture and social 
discourse of the students are fundamental necessities to prepare educators to 
develop students into stronger writers of Standard English. 

Theoretical Framework 

In most cultures, individuals are required to master the standard variety of 
language, primarily for academia and the work place. In America, Standard 
English is the dominant language used by academia and the world of business. 
This language has become a symbol of power that students need to advance in 
college and a capitalist economy (Other People’s Children 24). In a recent 
interview with students at a Historically Black institution, many who speak 
AAVE felt uncomfortable speaking Standard English because they are afraid of 
being perceived as a “sell out” in terms of both their gender and overall social 
roles. Few studies have addressed this issue and how to resolve it.   

Since Standard English is considered the language of power in America, 
more minority students must master it.  With information gathered from African 
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American students at a Historically Black University, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
develops the “Signifyin[g] Monkey” as a metaphor in the African American 
rhetorical tradition that serves as the theoretical framework for this study.  
Indeed, Gates contends that Signifyin[g] is one of the most powerful rhetorical 
strategies within African American rhetoric.  Moreover,  Claudia Mitchell-
Kernan contends in  “Signifying, Loud-Talking, and Marking” that signifyin[g] is  
a way that the educator can use signyfyin[g] as “a way of encoding messages or 
meaning which involves, in most cases, an element of indirection” (Mitchell-
Kernan 315).  Furthermore, she explains that the “black concept of signifying 
incorporates essentially a folk notion that dictionary entries for words are not 
always sufficient for interpreting meanings or messages, or that meaning goes 
beyond such interpretations…[the student] is thus constrained to attend to all 
potential meaning-carrying symbolic systems in speech events—the total 
universe of discourse” (317). 

Signifyin[g] in Language and Grammar  

Signifyin[g] can be used to identify with African American students through 
the use of a rhetoric of tropes to liberate and empower African American students 
by using artful metaphors, which is common in their culture through oral speech, 
as displayed in music and literature, as a pedestal to introduce students to code 
switching by becoming bilingual through Standard English and the teaching of 
grammar with common language from the Black aesthetics. If metaphors can be 
found to serve as replicas for African American’s forms of communication, this 
can aid more students in comprehending the complexities of writing and 
grammar. This common language through metaphors should consist of the 
educator serving as a coach to train students how to avoid technical grammarical 
language such as subordinates, adverbials, coordinating conjunctions, and other 
intimidating terms, and replace  them with metaphors that students can relate to, 
such as “bonding words” (subordinates), “scholarly words” (adverbials), 
FANBOYS (coordinating conjunction words), the hetero (as in “heterosexual,” 
that which joins dependents to independents, i.e., the comma), and the homo (as 
in “homosexual,” that which joins the same clauses together as one, i.e., the 
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semicolon). Once educators are able to identify with African American students 
by signifyin[g], using the rhetoric of tropes in language terms, eventually the 
student who masters the grammar rules must eventually begin viewing Standard 
English, which is associated with the grammar rules learned, as a powerful tool 
to identify with mainstream society. 

Identifying Language and Liberation in African American Discourse  

In 2003 the National Council of Teachers of English affirmed the “students’ 
right to their own language,” which was passed by CCCC in 1974 and reaffirmed 
in 2003.  Since then, controversial issues continue regarding whether AAVE 
should be incorporated into academia. Today, while we know much more about 
language diversity and education than we did three decades ago, evidence shows 
that “performance gaps [with African American students] are due in part to the 
different language and cultural patterns that non-mainstream students bring to the 
classroom” (“Unmasking Support of Students’ Language Rights”  xvii).   

Although these students now have a right to their own language in many 
schools today, the majority of our educators are at odds about the most effective 
pedagogical styles appropriate for minority students (Scott, Straker, and Katz 3-
16). With white females representing the majority of educators teaching African 
American students (Kunjufu v) many teachers come from a culture that is heavily 
influenced by Western thought, which can be quite different from African 
American culture. Researchers Baratz and Baratz have focused their research on 
effective teaching methodologies for African American students, and they 
contend the following:  

Black children do not need as their first priority smaller 
classes, intensive social programs and so forth. What they 
need most is an educational system that first recognizes their 
abilities and their culture, that draws upon these strengths and 
that incorporates them into the teaching process. (Baratz and 
Baratz 402). 

As a result, there is a cultural disconnect between students who are alienated 
from Western cultural influences such as methods of instruction in the teaching 
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of Standard English grammar versus African and African American culture.  Yet, 
as Lisa Delpit contends in “Acquisition of Literate  Discourse,” educators can 
help narrow this gap, ultimately alleviating a sense of ostracism that are often the 
result of language barriers.  Teachers can model how to code switch in what 
Gates refers to as Signifyin[g]. As it stands in traditional education, African 
American students are being set up for failure when they are not taught grammar 
and writing in a manner that they can identify with. Moreover, as revealed in an 
interview with Carrie Secret in “Embracing Ebonics and Teaching Standard 
English, “Children are not empowered simply because they know subject/verb 
agreement. That is not powerful…if they don’t have content in which to use the 
language. Yes, we want the children to speak English and have positive feelings 
about themselves, but that comes . . . when the children know content” (Secret 
80). 

Many African American students often feel voiceless in academia. Many 
minority students feel uncomfortable about using Standard Written English 
because they are either afraid of being perceived as a “sell out” or they are unable 
to understand their teachers use of grammatical terms (Neo Hybrid Pedagogy in 
Post-Colonial Composition Pedagogy 1-45).  Furthermore, as Delpit contends in 
Other People’s Children, African American students should code switch their 
language in academia and corporate settings in order to identify with the 
majority. Students should be taught that they can still use Ebonics to 
communicate with those who are part of their social discourse. However, in order 
to identify with corporate America and academia, African American students 
must be taught to become powerful rhetoricians who use language as a common 
denominator to identify with the majority (Delpit, The Skin That We Speak  i-
xxvi).  

Although more teachers are beginning to accept student writing that uses 
AAVE in informal writing situations, writing and communicating in their native 
language does not help students who are unfamiliar with Standard English when 
they have to take standardized tests, such as the written section of the ACT, SAT, 
or GRE, a practice that result sub-standard test performance because they are 
used to writing non-standard English. This becomes especially problematic for 
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minority students when teachers grade standardized essays using Standard 
Written English and the grammar rules associated with it; furthermore, many 
colleges use academic language to evaluate the essays from applicants to 
determine admissions. Likewise, employers also require Standard English to 
decide which candidates to call for job interviews based on their cover letters and 
other application materials. Even foreigners must master Standard English to 
successfully apply for jobs in the U.S.  

Unless African American students grasp this notion – that success in 
academics and corporate America requires competency in Standard Written 
English—they will continue to be part of what John McWhorter refers to in 
Losing the Race as a victim of the Cult of Victimology and Anti-Intellectualism.  
Victimology refers to blaming others for not advancing in life because of one’s 
race and Anti-Intellectualism refers to avoiding the image of being an intellectual 
for fear of being alienated from one’s own social group.  John McWhorter further 
contends that African Americans have fought too hard against being separated 
from the majority to play the role of the oppressed victim, which he refers to as 
Victimology in his groundbreaking work, Losing the Race.   

Although educators want to teach Standard English and prescriptive grammar 
to marginalized groups, some educators, such as an unidentified colleague of 
Delpit’s, argues against this practice by stating the following:  

Children have the right to their own language, their own 
culture. We must fight cultural hegemony and fight the system 
by insisting that children be allowed to express themselves in 
their own language style.  It is not they, the children, who 
must change, but the schools.  To push children to do anything 
else is repressive and reactionary (qtd. in Delpit, Other 
People’s Children 37). 

However, if students are oblivious to the rules associated with the syntax, 
grammar, and paragraph structure required to write a strong essay in Standard 
English, then their right to their own language may be liberating but it also sets 
them up for failure as they try to advance in either academic or business careers.  
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While  more educators are making a paradigm shift towards acknowledging 
how important it is to recognize other people’s language, it is vitally important 
for more teachers of writing and grammar to also approach their methodology of 
instruction to marginalized students through the use of Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s 
signifyin[g], one of the most powerful African American rhetorical strategies 
available to help minority students’ use their own rich language as a means to 
advance in becoming bilingual and bidialectical while being conscious not to 
dismiss their native language. Furthermore, while designation is not universally 
accepted by educators who believe that AAVE is not a native language, research 
continues to confirm through the 1979 case of Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Elementary School v. Ann Arbor School District board, and the Oakland School 
District case, that “the language form spoken by many of its African American 
students ‘Ebonics’ [AAVE] is a distinct language, not a dialect or substandard 
form of English” (The Skin That We Speak xxi). The school systems today have 
come a long way since the separate but equal days before Brown v. The Board of 
Education; and grammarians, theorists, practitioners, and indeed all educators 
will continue to struggle to help African American students master code 
switching from their mother tongue to Standard English, while continuing to 
respect  African American culture and language.  Until educators begin a 
movement towards avoiding parochial minded ideologies regarding languages, 
marginalized students will continue to suffer from the cultural gap rather than 
become de-alienated in academia. 
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Book Reviews 
Coffin, Caroline, Jim Donohue and Sarah North. Exploring English 
Grammar: From Formal to Functional.  London and New York: Routledge, 
2009. 449 pp.   
Reviewed by R. Michael Medley, Ph.D., Professor of English, Eastern 
Mennonite University, Harrisonburg, VA 

The publisher correctly promotes Coffin, Donohue and North’s Exploring 
English Grammar as an “engaging textbook [that] bridges the gap between 
traditional and functional grammar” (i).  I make that judgment as a user of the 
book. This is a text for those who are not yet ready to trade traditional grammar 
analysis wholly for systemic functional analysis, but who, nonetheless, want to 
initiate students into a grammar that “posits…a two-way relationship between the 
social and cultural environment and linguistic choices” (p. 226).  

As I consider how to approach teaching my Grammars of English course, one 
concern is that students are unequally prepared for this course.  Some are 
comfortable with the categories and terminology of formal grammar, even if they 
have forgotten some of the details, which eventually seem to come back to them.  
At least one third of every class, however, seems to come with almost no 
background.  If they have been taught grammar in the past, that teaching has been 
a kind of inoculation to immunize them against ever learning it again.  For those 
students, especially, I question myself:  Do I want to introduce them to whole 
new layer of grammar terminology when they are barely able to use the most 
basic formal grammar?  My experience with Exploring English Grammar has 
confirmed that introducing systemic functional grammar (SFG) as an extension 
of and departure from traditional grammar is a good gamble. 

The text begins with a chapter that covers some components of traditional 
grammar: word class labels (parts of speech) and clause patterns (SVOCA).    
This chapter packs in many concepts that are key for later analysis of different 
text types but which beginners in the class may struggle to understand and apply.  
One of the main points of the chapter is that simple analysis of clause patterns 
and application of word class labels does not in itself reveal to us very much 
about how oral or written texts work. By the end of the chapter, readers are led to 
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discover how even this rudimentary knowledge of grammar might assist a speech 
therapist in diagnosing the delayed language development of a three-year-old 
child. 

Focusing on various communicative functions of grammar, the next four 
chapters of the book “explore relatively uncontentious ways of analyzing English 
grammar, which are useful no matter which approach to grammar [one] take[s]” 
(p. 47). In these chapters the students are led step-by-step to analyze grammatical 
features of four broad types of texts: those that are directive (instructions and 
procedures), descriptive, narrative (both personal and historical), and predictive 
or hypothetical.  For example, in chapter two “Talking about Procedures,” 
students are introduced to clause mood and passive voice and get an expanded 
explanation of the nature and function of adjuncts.  In the context of descriptive 
writing (chapter three) the authors deal with pronouns, nominal group (NP) 
structure, adjectival groups (AP), and relative clauses. Students engage in 
analyzing pre- and post-modifiers of head nouns in travel promotions, among 
other texts.   

The context of talking about the past (chapter four) provides opportunity for 
discussing time reference, tenses, and aspects. Discussion of the function of the 
progressive aspect in historical narratives or news reports will be eye-opening for 
learners. Chapter five – predicting and hypothesizing – focuses at length on 
modals and introduces texts as varied as TV weather forecasts, the daily 
horoscope, and a transcript of a committee meeting.  In a letter of complaint and 
speculative scholarly texts, the chapter makes students reflect on how the choice 
of modals shapes the writer’s persona.  The authors characterize these chapters as 
“communicative grammar,” but in their strong focus on how choice of 
grammatical structure works to create meaning, they move the student closer to 
systemic functional grammar. 

I anticipated the chapters devoted to SFG with excitement but also with some 
apprehension.  The low-performing students had really struggled with traditional 
and communicative grammar.  I nearly dreaded how they would flounder when 
the text began introducing the less familiar jargon of SFG.   My worst fears, 
however, did not materialize.  If anything, the weaker students in the class 
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performed a little better on these chapters in the second half of the book, and 
those with a stronger grammar background flourished all the more. Part of the 
difference may have stemmed from their realization that here, indeed, is an 
approach to grammar that was eminently “appliable,” as Halliday (2010) says—
whether they were asked to analyze detective Colombo’s style of questioning, a 
letter written by an English language learner, the differences between 
applications written by an English speaker versus an Arabic speaker, an 
international email exchange between investment bankers, a description 
produced by an aphasic, or a chummy conversation between George W. Bush and 
Tony Blair that was accidentally picked up by a live microphone.   

Chapter six, which forms the bridge between communicative grammar and 
SFG, concentrates on uncovering the tell-tale scents of the wider context as it 
lingers in the language of spoken and written texts.  In technical terms, it focuses 
on register and the three register variables that form part of the main architecture 
of SFG: field, tenor, and mode.  After a relatively quick survey of genre and 
generic stages (chapter seven), the three remaining chapters of the text expand on 
the metafunctions that are related to the three main register variables, namely 
ideational meaning, interpersonal meaning, and textual meaning, and their 
lexicogrammatical correlates. 

For those who are firmly attached to a more traditional approach to grammar, 
this textbook has some deficiencies. It does not treat in depth topics like the 
determiner and pronoun systems, classes of adverbs, and nominal clauses, and 
there is, surprisingly, little treatment of subordinate clauses with their various 
adverbial functions.  One thing that I missed the most, having used Kennedy’s 
Structure and Meaning in English (2003) for several years, was the reference to 
corpus statistics for various grammar structures. 

Many aspects of Coffin, Donohue, and North, however, outweigh these 
deficiencies, including extensive use of the discovery method of teaching with 
ample pages of charts to be filled out and texts to be analyzed; emphasis on texts 
(not individual sentences) and the signature grammar features that appear in 
different genres or stages within a particular genre; and a wide range of both 
spoken and written texts showing the potential for SFG to help in analyzing 
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language in a wide range of situations—from classrooms to clinics. 
When students complete course evaluations for my classes, they seldom 

make comments about the textbook.  But Exploring English Grammars was 
singled out by several of them as a positive element in the course.  Students who 
had never been exposed to SFG before thought it was “a great thing to learn and 
will really help education and TESOL majors/minors” (anonymous course 
evaluation).  Several were engaged by the potentialities that they saw in SFG for 
literary analysis and social critique.  Even if you never plan to teach this text in a 
grammar class, I recommend reading the chapters on SFG because they will 
enrich your understanding of what students need to know in order to produce 
effective texts. 
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Ariel, Mira.  2008.  Pragmatics and Grammar.  Cambridge Textbooks 
in Linguistics, Cambridge, UK:  Cambridge University Press. 364 pp. 
Reviewed by Herbert F. W. Stahlke, Professor Emeritus, Department 
of English, Ball State University, Muncie, IN  46036 

Pragmatics and Grammar (P&G), published in the Cambridge Textbooks in 
Linguistics series, is a thorough and thoughtful survey of the state of research on 
the relationship between grammar and pragmatics and the role of each in the 
interpretation of sentences in discourse.  “Grammar,” as used in P&G and the 
field it represents, refers to linguistic information formally coded  in utterances--
for example, English past tense or subject-verb inversion.  “Pragmatics” deals 
with “plausible, inferred interpretations” (2) that allow hearers to make sense of 
the sentences they hear.   

Ariel divides the work into seven carefully sequenced chapters.  Chapter 1, 
“Introduction: grammar, pragmatics and what’s between them,” introduces the 
concepts of inference and coding and explores why and how to distinguish the 
two.  Chapter 2, “Distinguishing the grammatical and the extra-grammatical:  
referring expressions,” explores in greater depth how grammar and pragmatics 
differ, drawing especially on analyses of anaphora.  Chapter 3, “Distinguishing 
roles, explicated, implicated, and truth-functional inferences,” offers an 
interesting analysis of meanings of “and” beyond simple coordination and a 
perceptive treatment of inferred interpretations of “most.” Chapter 4, “Grammar, 
pragmatics, arbitrariness,” explores the extent to which grammatical coding is 
pragmatically driven rather than arbitrary, examining such phenomena as 
topic/comment relations, resumptive pronouns, and case marking.  Chapter 5, 
“All paths lead to the salient discourse pattern,” examines how cognition shapes 
grammar.  Chapter 6, “The rise (and potential fall) of reflexive pronouns,” uses 
the behavior of reflexives and reciprocals to illustrate interactions between 
grammar and pragmatics and their role in language change. Chapter 7, 
“Grammar/pragmatics interfaces,” draws together the wide-ranging discussions 
in previous chapters to provide an account of the notion “what is said.”  
Throughout, data are drawn from Hebrew and English corpora.  Most of the 
Hebrew examples are given only in English translation, but the originals are 
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available at the book’s web site.  Unlike many textbooks in the series, P&G 
includes no exercises to allow the reader to develop mastery in the field.   

As a state-of-the-research study and an example of corpus based language 
analysis, the book is very well done, offering a thorough coverage of relevant 
research and insightful analyses of data in context.  However, these strengths also 
make it a more challenging text for those seeking an introduction to the field.  
Ariel presupposes, for example, an in-depth command of H. H. Grice’s work on 
conversational implicature and of the literature on non-truth-functional inference, 
topics rarely covered in rhetoric or lower-level linguistics courses.   

So how can the writing teacher be helped by gaining an understanding of 
how grammar and pragmatics, coding and inference, interact?   First, an example 
of the role of inference in understanding what is said.   The old joke, “Call me a 
taxi!” “You’re a taxi.” hinges on an intentional misunderstanding of the verb 
“call.”  If “call” is intransitive, then “me” is, as we expect, an indirect object and 
“a taxi” direct object.  However, the punch line interprets “call” as complex 
transitive, with “me” as direct object and “a taxi” as object complement.  The 
coding is ambiguous and only inference from context can clarify the meaning.   
An example of grammar/pragmatics interaction more likely to occur in student 
writing is illustrated by the following sentence: 

George worked in a national forest last summer. This may be his life's work. 
(What word does "this" refer to?) (http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/ 
grammar/g_pronuse.html, accessed 12/10/08). 

In conversation, such a use of “this” would not be a problem.  However, in 
written English, deixis is often not so clear, and so we teach our students to avoid 
bare demonstratives.    

P&G describes in considerable depth how such inferences work and how 
they depend on conventions that linguists and philosophers of language have 
developed a rich understanding of.  That said, P&G explores issues of coding and 
inference far beyond the levels most writing teachers would find useful. 
  

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/%20grammar/g_pronuse.html�
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