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Call for ATEG Journal Submissions
ATEG Journal is ATEG’S peer-reviewed journal, published annually . Seeking to fos-
ter discussion and analysis of the teaching of English grammar at all levels PK-16, we 
solicit manuscripts that describe best practices of grammar instruction . We encourage 
submission by all who are passionate about English grammar instruction, including 
university and college faculty members, PK-12 educators, and graduate students .

Types of Submissions
We welcome original manuscripts on the teaching of English grammar . We accept the 
following types of submissions:

• Empirical studies (3,000-3,500 words, including references)
• Theoretical- and research-based discussions of teaching practices, including 

methods and techniques (3,000-3,500 words, including references)
• Critical essays grounded in literature (3,000-3,500 words, including references)
• Lesson plans grounded in literature (3,000-3,500 words, including references)
• Interviews with prominent literacy and language education scholars and PK-16 

educators (please consult with the editor prior to submitting an interview)
• Reviews of books, textbooks, software, and other teaching materials (500-1,000 

words)

We encourage presenters at the annual ATEG conference to submit article versions of 
their presentations .

For inquiries about other types of submissions, please contact the editor . 

Suggested Topics Related to the Teaching of English Grammar
The following are suggested topics related to English grammar instruction:

• Methods, techniques, and classroom practices
• Language change and variation
• Teacher education
• The writer’s workshop
• Writing, speech, literature, and all forms of discourse
• Technology
• Policies, standards, or assessments
• Materials development or curriculum design
• Diverse student populations, including emergent bilinguals and students from 

diverse home language backgrounds
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Submission Requirements and Procedure
Please follow the guidelines below for all submissions:

• Submissions should conform to APA style and should be a minimum of 3,000 
words and not exceed 3,500 words, including references . Reviews should be 
between 500-1,000 words, including references . For inquiries about longer sub-
missions, please contact the editor .

• For article-length manuscripts, include an abstract (maximum 150 words) on the 
first page. Begin the body of the manuscript on the second page.

• Submit manuscripts as Word documents, double-spaced, in 12-point Times New 
Roman .

• Attach a separate Word document that contains tables and figures.
• Submissions should be formatted according to the guidelines set by Publication 

Manual of the American Psychological Association, 7th Edition, including page 
numbers, references, margins, and headings .

• Article submissions (empirical studies, discussions of teaching practices, and 
critical essays) will be blind reviewed by two referees; therefore, these manu-
scripts should exclude author information and any references to the author .

• For lesson plan submissions, please refer to the ATEG Journal Lesson Plan Sub-
mission Guidelines available online at https://ateg .weebly .com/ateg-journal .html

• It is the author’s responsibility to ensure the submission is original and that para-
phrased information and quotations are cited correctly . 

To submit your manuscript, send an email to the editor, Dr . April Burke, at  
april .burke@cmich .edu . In the subject line of your email, type “ATEG Journal sub-
mission and your first and last name”. Attach your manuscript as a Word document. 
Also, attach a title page as a Word document that includes the following information:

Manuscript title:
Date of ATEG Journal submission:

Contact author’s name:
Contact author’s email:
Contact author’s telephone number:
Contact author’s bio: Include one to three sentences of biographical information .

If there are additional authors, include their name(s) and the same information required 
of the contact author listed above, as well as the order of authorship .

The editor will respond as soon as possible and appreciates your patience . 

https://ateg.weebly.com/ateg-journal.html
mailto:april.burke@cmich.edu
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Message from the Editor
This spring our lives were dramatically changed by the coronavirus (COVID-19) pan-
demic . A lesson from this experience is that the impacts of a pandemic on individuals 
and society are both profound and complex . The pandemic highlighted systemic prob-
lems in US society, including racism, xenophobia, and grave socio-economic inequal-
ities . Due to socio-economic factors, including lack of access to health care and greater 
likelihood of being essential workers, persons of color are more likely to contract and 
die from the coronavirus (Hill Golden, 2020; Gould & Wilson, 2020) . Additionally, 
xenophobia and hate crimes against Asian and Asian Americans have increased in the 
US since the inception of the pandemic, and the American Public Health Association 
declared racism a public health crisis (2020) . Thus, not only do persons of color face 
the new challenges and dangers presented by the pandemic, but they continue to face 
threats, harm, and violence caused by racists and racism .

Given these circumstances, it is paramount to prioritize the practice and development 
of anti-racist pedagogies . Inspired by the important work of educators and activists 
across the country and world and to provide resources to further these efforts, this 
issue begins with the republication of the National Council of Teachers of English 
(NCTE) 2018 Statement on Anti-Racism to Support Teaching and Learning by Jazmen 
Moore, Logan Manning, and Victor Villanueva . This statement includes recommen-
dations to help educators end racism and other forms of oppression in our classrooms 
and educational institutions .

This issue also features two scholarly articles. In the first article, “Students as Their 
Own Best Critics: A Metacognitive Approach to Teaching Grammar in Context,” Les-
lie Cook provides a method to help students in a university-level grammar course 
become inspired, self-directed learners of language . In this pedagogical action research 
study, Cook employs a sociocultural linguistics framework to analyze students’ final 
reflective essays and identifies four themes that emerge in the essays: questioning self, 
engaging with academic concepts, recognizing genre constraints and affordances, and 
willingness to accept feedback while maintaining personal style . 

In the second article, “Teaching Grammar: The Pedagogical and Learning Possibilities 
of Prepositional Phrases,” Ann Ellsworth provides a method of leveraging the willing-
ness of pre-service teachers to learn about language to help them approach grammar 
instruction with intellectual curiosity and enthusiasm . Ellsworth shares a lesson to 
help pre-service teachers learn to teach prepositions and prepositional phrases using 
mentor texts, analysis, and active learning .

This issue also contains a review by Kevin K . Thomas of Michael Zerbe’s book The 
Rock-’n’-Roll Guide to Grammar and Style . In this book, Zerbe provides an innova-
tive approach to English grammar instruction that involves analysis and discussion of 
song titles .
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Lastly, this issue features a new submission type: grammar lesson plans(!), as well as 
an exemplary lesson plan: “Cleft Sentences as Focusing Tools in Writing” by Kevin 
Moberg . This lesson plan provides an inquiry method of teaching the use of cleft 
sentences for rhetorical purposes by authors writing about the Black Lives Matter 
protests . To submit an original teaching English grammar lesson plan or for inqui-
ries about this exciting new submission type, please email Bradley Bethel at brad-
ley_bethel@abss .k12 .nc .us .
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Message from ATEG’s Leadership Group

Dear ATEG Members,

We wish that you were receiving this ATEG Journal in person at our 2020 ATEG 
Conference . While we made the necessary decision to postpone this year’s conference 
to 2021, we are glad that we are able to share important and innovative ideas about 
grammar and grammar instruction with you this year through the ATEG Journal. 

We in ATEG’s Leadership Group would like to use this message to state how import-
ant it is to us that ATEG champions inclusive and non-discriminatory language and 
grammar instruction and rejects all forms of racism, discrimination, and oppression . 
We believe that the thoughtful and purposeful use of language and grammar is essen-
tial to creating inclusive, anti-racist environments . 

Our 2021 ATEG Conference theme will be Inclusivity and our keynote speaker will 
be Dr . April Baker-Bell of Michigan State University, author of the recently published 
book Linguistic Justice: Black Language, Literacy, Identity, and Pedagogy. This is an 
outstanding book with research-based and practitioner-applicable insights that align 
with ATEG’s position on inclusive language instruction . 

We will share more information on the 2021 ATEG Conference soon . We hope to see 
all of you there . In addition, we encourage you to add your voice to the conversation 
about inclusive language and grammar instruction by submitting a proposal to present 
at the conference . 

Before we close, we are pleased to announce and welcome our newest member of 
ATEG’s Leadership Group, Bradley Bethel . Bradley is a high school English teacher 
in Graham, North Carolina and also has several years of experience as a college writ-
ing tutor . In addition to serving as ATEG’s vice president, Bradley is the editor of the 
journal’s new Lesson Plan section . We are excited to add his voice as a classroom 
teacher to ATEG’s Leadership Group .

Please enjoy this outstanding issue of the ATEG Journal and consider submitting your 
work for publication in next year’s journal . Thank you for your membership in and 
support of ATEG . We in the organization’s leadership group are thankful for your 
participation in our organization and look forward to working with you as ATEG con-
tinues to support inclusive language instruction and anti-racist teaching practices . 

Sincerely,

ATEG’s Leadership Group
Sean Ruday, Co-President
Sherry Saylors, Co-President
Bradley Bethel, Vice President
April M . Burke, ATEG Journal Editor
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Statement on Anti-Racism to Support Teaching and Learning

Date: July 11, 2018 
Category: Diversity, NCTE Concerns
 
Print Statement 
Originally developed by the National Council of Teachers of English Committee on 
Racism and Bias in the Teaching of English, February 2007, revised July 2018

OVERVIEW
In 2007, NCTE published the original version of this statement with the help of the 
Committee on Racism and Bias in the Teaching of English . The statement was pub-
lished in response to historical, and at that time, current examples of racism and dis-
crimination occurring within pre-Kindergarten–grade 12 schools and institutions of 
higher education . Now, over a decade later, this statement has been revised to serve 
as a reminder of NCTE’s commitment to being an organization of anti-racist educa-
tors working toward achieving educational equity . This statement has been revised to 
reflect recent national examples of racism and discrimination that have taken place in 
schools and on college and university campuses . Included in this statement are recom-
mendations and resources to help English and language arts educators work actively 
to eradicate acts of racism and discrimination in our classrooms, curriculum, schools, 
and institutions .

STATEMENT
Racism consists of two principal components: difference and power . It is a mindset 
that sees a “them” that is different from an “us.” Racism in America is the systematic 
mistreatment and disenfranchisement of people of color who currently and histori-
cally possess less power and privilege than white Americans . In modern times, there 
has arisen a “cultural racism” that allows for ethnic groups that cannot always be 
distinguished from the majority, in terms of physical features, but are nevertheless 
subject to the same kinds of biases as those who have been traditionally marked as a 
different race . Racism, then, and other forms of discrimination continue to be a part 
of American society, continuing to affect all students and their education . The Com-
mittee Against Racism and Bias in the Teaching of English of the National Council 
of Teachers of English (NCTE) is committed to working toward the eradication of 
racism, discrimination, and bigotry in the profession, in the preparation of teachers, 
and in the administrative decisions made in schools, especially in the teaching and 
learning of English and the language arts at all levels . Our work promotes research-
based recommendations to help in counteracting racism and other forms of bigotry in 
teaching materials, methods, and programs for the teaching and learning of English 
and the language arts . Most important, the NCTE Committee Against Racism and Bias 
in the Teaching of English works toward positive communication and the promotion of 
social justice as fair and equal access to the benefits of the society, especially in terms 
of access to and delivery of public education .

https://ncte.org/statement/antiracisminteaching/print/
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Recently, there have been increasing incidents and forms of blatant practices, threats 
of physical violence, production and dissemination of racist and biased materials, and 
expressions of racism and other expressions of bigotry toward students of culturally 
diverse human backgrounds attending US schools and institutions of higher education . 
Specific charges and indictments have been based on intersectional identities involv-
ing hate crimes and bias-motivated incidents in public schools and higher education 
institutions (e .g ., race; ethnicity; class; gender; age; mental and physical abilities; 
nationality; migrant, immigrant, and refugee status; religious affiliation; and sexual 
orientation) . More evident, English language learners, especially from migrant and 
immigrant families, children, and students, have faced discriminatory practices in their 
attempts to access public education programs . Sadly, incidents such as these largely 
reflect similar incidents that took place over a decade ago when the first version of this 
statement was published . Recent national examples include the following institutions:

• California Polytechnic State University (San Luis Obispo, California), “Cal Poly 
Suspends All Greek Life After Second Racist Incident,” [1] Inside Higher Ed, 
April 20, 2018

• Detroit (Michigan) Public Schools Community District, “ ‘Access to Literacy’ 
Is Not a Constitutional Right, Judge in Detroit Rules,” [2] The New York Times, 
July 4, 2018

• Houston (Texas) Independent School District, “For Immigrant Students, a New 
Worry: A Call to ICE,” [3] The New York Times, May 30, 2018

• Irving (Texas) Independent School District, “Muslim Boy Who Was Arrested for 
Building a Clock Says His Family Was Forced to Leave the U.S. for Safety,” [4] 
The Los Angeles Times, August 8, 2016

• University of Missouri (Columbia) and Yale University (New Haven, Connecti-
cut), “Racial Tensions Escalate,” [5] Inside Higher Ed, November 9, 2015

• North Bend (Oregon) School District 13, “L .G .B .T . Students in Oregon Were 
Bullied and Forced to Read Bible, Report Says,” [6] The New York Times, May 
16, 2018

• Suffolk University (Boston, Massachusetts), “When Latina Student Wrote 
‘Hence,’ Her Professor Assumed Plagiarism,” [7] Inside Higher Ed, October 13, 
2016

National Examples, 2006–2007
• Baltimore (Maryland) Public School System, “Race, Politics, and the Schools: 

Q&A: Marion Orr,” The Baltimore Sun, May 28, 2006
• Boston (Massachusetts) Public Schools, “Teens Probe Sexual Harassment in 

Schools,” [8] The Boston-Bay State Banner, April 6, 2006
• Clark County (Nevada) School District, “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do — Mason 

Says Racism a Factor in Districting,” [9] Las Vegas Sun, January 5, 2006
• Truth or Consequences (New Mexico) Schools, “Educators Get Support after 

Complaint over Racism Project,” Santa Fe New Mexican, December 20, 2006
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• Winner (South Dakota) School District, “Graduating to Prison: Native Ameri-
cans Sue School District,” [10] The Progressive, February 2007

In order to ensure that all individuals have access to an education that is free of rac-
ism,  bias, and other forms of bigotry, and to support the intellectual development and 
growth of students from early childhood education to university studies, the NCTE 
Committee Against Racism and Bias in the Teaching of English recommends that 
English language arts educators

• actively identify and challenge individual or systemic acts of racism and other 
forms of discrimination and bigotry in educational institutions and within our 
profession, exposing such acts through external communications and publica-
tions .

• express strong declarations of solidarity with people of diverse human and cul-
tural backgrounds to eradicate forms of racism, bias, and prejudice in spaces of 
teaching and learning .

• promote not only cultural diversity and expanding linguistic knowledge, but ex-
plicitly push for anti-racism by participating in ongoing professional develop-
ment for educators to succeed in countering racism and other forms of bigotry .

• support the enforcement of laws and policies that provide sanctions against racial 
and ethnic discrimination in education . Also, advocate for legislative reform that 
will lead to policies that provide sanctions against discrimination in education 
based on race, ethnicity, gender, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, class, 
mental and physical abilities, nationality, migrant, immigrant, and refugee status .

Furthermore, the NCTE Committee Against Racism and Bias in the Teaching of 
English recommends that

• all administrators secure funds and resources to provide opportunities for profes-
sional development for teachers and instructional programs that affirm cultural 
diversity among all students .

• all educational stakeholders—policymakers, parents, and the general public—
understand that they can best support educators or teacher professionals and 
students by actively participating in public conversations about racism and big-
otry in our multilingual and multicultural American society, defined in the key 
opening words of the United States Constitution’s Preamble, “We the People…”

RESOURCES AND RESEARCH SUPPORTING THIS STATEMENT
Recent resources that have been distributed digitally and research results that have 
been discussed in national periodicals and reports are as follows:

• Bringing Black Lives Matter into the Classroom – Part II, [11] Teaching Tolerance 
56, Summer 2017

• Creating an LGBT-Inclusive School Climate: A Teaching Tolerance Guide for 
School Leaders, [12] Teaching Tolerance website, October 2017
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• Immigrant and Refugee Children: A Guide for Educators and School Support 
Staff, [13] Teaching Tolerance 55, Spring 2017

• National School Climate Survey, The Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education  
Network, [14] 2015

• The School-to-Prison Pipeline, [15] Teaching Tolerance 43, Spring 2013
• White-Supremacist Propaganda on Campuses Rose 77% Last Year, [16] The 

Chronicle of Higher Education, June 28, 2017

STATEMENT AUTHORS

This document was revised by a working committee comprising the following:

Jazmen Moore, Chair – Oak Park and River Forest High School, Oak Park, IL
Logan Manning – Alternatives in Action High School, Oakland, CA
Victor Villanueva – Washington State University, Pullman

This position statement may be printed, copied, and disseminated  
without permission from NCTE. 

07/11/18
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Abstract
This article explores ways in which curriculum design can further the goal of 

developing independent, self-aware, and life-long language learners . In order to exam-
ine the role of metacognition in learning and teaching grammar, the author employs 
pedagogical action research in a university-level grammar course. Final reflective 
essays from three semesters serve as data, which have been analyzed using a socio-
cultural linguistics framework .  Discussion details four moves students shift through 
as they become independent learners—questioning self; engaging with academic dis-
course and concepts; recognizing and navigating constraints and affordances of par-
ticular genres and contexts; and taking feedback while maintaining personal style . 
Implications for teaching are also discussed .

Your Own Best Critic: A Metacognitive Approach to Teaching Grammar 
in Context

When teaching grammar, an English teacher’s role is to become unnecessary or, 
at most, consultative . Though English educators need to facilitate the study of lan-
guage, the development of independently literate people should be the goal . In order 
to become an independent writer, reader, speaker, and listener, students must develop 
an awareness of their own thought processes . While exploring grammar, students’ 
reflective thinking can be harnessed by educators to help navigate their idiosyncratic 
language usage and style within a variety of contexts and genres .

When teaching grammar in the context of writing, metacognition is an essential 
psychological tool that educators have for helping their students learn to independently 
revise and edit . Unfortunately, grammar is often taught as a separate subject, with no 
connection to the context of writing or speaking . Students come to think of grammar 
as finding and correcting errors or memorizing tidbits of information. By employing 
metacognitive strategies in learning grammar and usage, students learn to think about 
why and how they make the linguistic choices they do . Metacognitive approaches to 
language learning are transferable skills: They increase students’ awareness of their 
own language usage patterns and encourage them to shape their own writing style to 
the context .

 In this paper, I share a metacognitive tool that I used to increase students’ aware-
ness of their own language usage, particularly in their writing . Through the synthesis 
of relevant theory and analysis of students’ reflections, I will demonstrate how stu-
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dents move from reliance on external sources such as teachers and grammar hand-
books toward self-directed revision and editing . Additionally, I will show how my 
students become aware of the contextualized nature of language and learn to select the 
style and usage appropriate for the genre .

Why Metacognition?
I began teaching an Applied Grammar course at my university with some trepi-

dation . Students, I feared, would be coming to me looking for the rights and wrongs 
of the English language . Coming from a sociocultural linguistic perspective that con-
siders the setting and the purpose essential to identifying what is correct or incorrect, I 
was sure I would not meet their expectations . After a semester using quizzes and exer-
cises, I designed an extended assignment that asked students to use their own writing 
as data to be analyzed . This purposefully scaffolded metacognitive strategy ushered in 
a new way of seeing language for many of my students .

Metacognition and Language Usage
Metacognition entails awareness of how we come to know something, reflect 

upon it, and reshape behavior in light of new information . The term itself has been 
critiqued for its overuse and distilled meaning (Bråten, 1991), but its usefulness as a 
concept for mapping cognition continues to guide research and pedagogy . As a psy-
chological tool, metacognition is teachable: It is a habit of mind that, once harnessed, 
can be used in all learning situations (Dewey, 1933) .

Metacognition is what allows writers and speakers to adapt to their environments 
and to address specific audiences; it fosters “an awareness and understanding of the 
phenomenon of learning itself as opposed to subject knowledge” (Norton, Owen, & 
Clarke, 2004, pp . 423-424) . Key aspects of the assignment I designed to engage stu-
dents in metacognitive reading and writing include connecting new information to 
existing knowledge, deliberately selecting thinking strategies, and continuously mon-
itoring thinking processes .

In their late teens and early twenties, college students are cognitively develop-
ing reflective judgement, self-directed learning, and internalized motivation (Norton, 
2009) . The demands of communication become more complex as these young adults 
complete course assignments for a variety of disciplines, in a mélange of genres . When 
it comes to recognizing patterns in their own writing, students often lack the knowl-
edge to formulate questions and problem-solve: They know that commas are used 
in a sentence with a subordinate clause, but not how to identify those clauses . As all 
writing is non-instinctual and reflective, it requires a certain amount of metacognition 
to recognize linguistic patterns in our own and others’ language (Berthoff, 1981) . In 
order for students to internalize academic concepts around appropriate language usage 
and style, they must engage the “knowing that and the knowing how in a dialectical 
relationship” as they move toward becoming their own best critic and deciding for 
themselves what is right for the linguistic context (Berthoff, 1981, p .57) .

Reflective Writing
In my course, reflective writing refers to a specific genre of academic writing that 

encourages students using personal and experiential data as evidence for claims they 
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make about their learning. I scaffold by modeling both analysis and reflective writing 
and having students practice in small groups and as a whole class . Students interacting 
with one another and working with me during mini-conferences are ways I engage 
their zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978) . Bråten (1991) suggested 
that setting academic goals higher than the students’ current level of understanding 
triggers metacognition as they problem solve and try to internalize the concept . Inev-
itably, my students show frustration and make multiple errors when doing this work 
individually; therefore, I work with the whole class and pair or group students as they 
learn to support claims about their work with data . We regularly return to whole group 
discussion as they build their reflective thinking skills (Langer, 1995; Moon, 2004). 
The in-class analysis and reflection process helps me gauge their progress and adjust 
my teaching accordingly .

Contextual Language Use
The teaching of grammar has long been a source of debate among language edu-

cators . Research in the last half a century points to the importance of teaching gram-
mar in the context of reading, writing, and speaking, rather than as isolated skills 
to incorporate when needed (Benjamin, 2007; Hillocks, 1987; Smagorinsky, Wright, 
Augusti1ne, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007; Weaver, 1996) . Pragmatic awareness, includ-
ing awareness of the setting and genre in which one is speaking or writing, is crucial to 
grammatical competence . American Standard English (ASE) is not always a require-
ment for success or acceptance, yet many students come to the classroom ashamed of 
their spoken and written language, sometimes with feelings of inferiority to those who 
have a command of ASE . Wheeler (2008) urged that “Teaching students to consciously 
reflect on the different dialects they use and to choose the appropriate language form 
for a particular situation provides them with metacognitive strategies and the cognitive 
flexibility to apply those strategies in daily practice” (p. 56). Teaching the importance 
of linguistic context enables my students to legitimize their dialects and accents while 
helping them code-switch as needed .

The study of grammar in public U .S . schools has largely been prescriptive and 
focused on syntax . Grammar is, however, more than syntax: It also encompasses 
semantics, pragmatics, morphology, phonology, and phonetics (Leow, Campos, & 
Lardiere, 2009; Lobeck & Denham, 2014) . Failing to incorporate the full complexity 
of grammar study can decontextualize and homogenize language . Additionally, setting 
syntax study alongside its disciplinary counterparts increases students’ motivation to 
figure out the that and the how of language usage . When students are taught to use 
grammatical concepts to analyze their own language usage in context, they are able to 
put the psychological tool of metacognition to work .

Method of Inquiry
As a teacher educator, action research allows me to use the data I gather from 

students’ assignments to improve my teaching (Mertler, 2006; Norton, 2009; Stringer, 
2014) . Although action research at the university level raises eyebrows of those who 
see it as disconnected from disciplinary research, Norton (2009) argued the value of 
the scholarship of teaching and learning for developing professionalism and peda-
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gogical content knowledge . Norton explained that for some university-level action 
researchers, praxis is the goal: “Praxis is particularly relevant to action research as it 
is the fusion of theory and practice when reflection and action come together” (p. 45). 
This study came about from my own desire for praxis . Informed by research and my 
own experiences, the course is designed to develop students’ cognitive power that they 
gain in learning to be aware of their linguistic choices .

Context of Teaching
I teach in a mid-sized state university in Southern Appalachia . My students in my 

Applied Grammar course are sophomores and juniors, usually studying education, 
literature, or professional or creative writing, with an occasional journalism, business, 
or speech pathology major . Students who attend this university are predominantly 
White, middle class, and of suburban or rural upbringing . In recent years, however, 
my students have reflected the university’s recruitment efforts to welcome more first 
generation college students, Latinx and Black students, and students with learning 
differences .

Though it is not always clear that linguistic diversity is a factor in my classroom, 
many of the students do come from families with Appalachian or Piedmont dialects 
(Wolfram & Shilling, 2016), and some come from families where English is not the 
mother tongue . Through students’ repeated statements, it is clear that a majority of 
them come to this course discouraged about their own grammar skills because they 
do not believe they were ever taught grammar . Considering that all of my students 
are in this course because of either an innate love for language or a need for strong 
communication skills for their future career, their perceived lack becomes my peda-
gogical motivation, assisting them in taking what they already know about language 
and growing from there .

The Assignment
In my 3000-level Applied Grammar course where I use this specific metacogni-

tive strategy, my syllabus course goals are stated as follows:

In this course you will study grammar through an inquiry approach 
rather than through memorization and drills . You will recognize that 
the idea that some versions of grammar are “more correct” than oth-
ers is not based in research, rather that the context in which words 
are uttered, written, or read is the determination of correctness .

This course aims to provide you with tools to help you analyze lan-
guage in use . After learning grammatical categories that underlie 
your own unconscious language, you will be able to make informed 
decisions for your own spoken and written communication about 
grammar and usage . 

To foster these goals, I developed a semester-long assignment that aimed to 
sharpen students’ metacognitive abilities . Across a semester, students choose to write 
four out of five papers related to Sullivan’s (2014) framing topics—neurolinguistics, 
phonology, language acquisition, sociolinguistics, and the history of English . Students 
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have a choice of prompts for each paper . I collect the papers and give a content grade, 
and then return them to the students on the last day of the unit we are studying . I do 
this to give students time to separate from their writing as well .

On the day I return the papers, I facilitate a workshop where students go through 
the process of analysis and reflection. Their objective is to identify in their writing 
the specific concepts we have studied during the unit and then reflect on their usage 
patterns . Following Sullivan’s (2014) chapter structure, I start the semester with word 
classes . Analyzing for nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, and interjec-
tions reveals to students their misunderstandings that have resulted from simplified 
definitions of the parts of speech. To begin each workshop session, I use a document 
camera and volunteer student papers to analyze . As a class, we work through labeling a 
word and sentence at a time, discussing any challenging words, phrases, or clauses we 
find. This time allows me to assess where most students are in the process of identifi-
cation and how they are connecting what they already know to what they are learning . 
I also model how to take what they are finding and make data supported claims about 
it . Students then have time in class to analyze, while I address individual student ques-
tions and they get help from each other . After this in-class workshop, students then 
take the essay home, complete the analysis of their paper, and write the reflective essay 
about what they discovered concerning their usage of these grammatical concepts in 
their own writing . 

After their first analysis, students come back to class bemoaning the amount of 
time it took them to find and label the word classes. Though students’ essays are usu-
ally no longer than three pages, I encourage them to complete only a page and a half 
for their first analysis; most students claim this attempt takes them over two hours to 
complete. Since this is the first time most have analyzed their own writing so closely 
and since the concepts they thought they understood have now been troubled, I expect 
students’ frustration and disorientation . When they return, often in a state of agitation, 
I take the opportunity to discuss the strategies they chose as they completed their 
analysis. Their first reflective letter frequently reveals that students still see the activity 
as an error finding mission. Often in this reflection, students label correctly, but their 
reflection reveals their critique of their overall grammar and language usage. I make it 
a goal to get beyond the self-consciousness and self-deprecation in this first reflective 
essay .

By the time students reach the end of the semester, they have covered word classes, 
phrases, sentence patterns, verbals, and clauses. Commonly by the third reflective let-
ter, I see evidence of students monitoring their own thinking processes . As a result of 
the analysis workshop sessions that continue throughout the semester, the reflective 
essays go from finding faults to identifying patterns. By final exam time, the majority 
of students have internalized the reflective analysis cycle laid out in the assignment. 
For the final exam, students choose a paper they have written in a previous class or 
outside of school and then analyze it for five concepts of their choosing, one from 
each textbook chapter . I assess the paper by examining their analysis for accuracy, 
but I mainly focus on their reflective essay where they discuss their findings. Because 
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learning how to analyze and reflect on personal usage patterns is a process, I chose the 
culminating final exam as the key data for this study.

Data Collection and Analysis
Over the course of four years, I have taught Applied Grammar seven times, each 

semester collecting the final exams of students and permission to use their work in my 
pedagogical action research . For the last two years, I have used hermeneutic action 
research cycle from Stringer et al. (2010) to “look, think, and act” while planning, 
teaching, and evaluating (p. 8). I soon noticed patterns and similarities in their final 
reflections. Though other researchers critique students’ reflective essays as pandering 
to what the teacher wants to hear, when I read these, I am repeatedly surprised at the 
depth of analyses and the connections they make in the reflections. Evidence of their 
data-based writing manifests clearly each semester .

Three semesters of final exam essays served as the data set for this study. As I 
reread and coded 73 reflections, I noted words and phrases indicating students were 
becoming more aware of choices in their written language . A thematic analysis helped 
me identify certain words and phrases as categories for analysis . Once I had coded 
the essays, I returned to the categories and combined those with like characteristics 
to develop the four themes that demonstrate students’ shifts into becoming their own 
critics: questioning self; engaging with academic discourse and concepts; recognizing 
and working within constraints of particular genres and contexts; and willingness to 
take feedback while maintaining personal style. Though not every student’s final essay 
clearly demonstrates these themes as a process, the data support the development of 
these metacognitive strategies across the semesters I chose for analysis .

Discussion
When we begin the assignment process, students first tend to criticize their writ-

ing, lamenting their lack of public school preparation . As the semester progresses, 
students learn that the analysis is more of an observation and can be written up as such . 
By the time of their final exam, most students understand that the claims they make 
about their language usage are not intended to represent what they have done wrong; 
instead, they have learned to focus on their usage without negative judgement .

A pattern of moves students make as they internalize the concepts they are learn-
ing emerged from the students’ final reflective essays. Regardless of how far along 
students are in their knowledge and understanding of a grammar, they attempt to use 
the discourse of the course to make meaning of their own linguistic choices . Inevita-
bly, for some students, this approach does not work. In their final assessment, they use 
the terminology incorrectly and make claims about mislabeled grammatical structures, 
thereby developing a false sense of understanding . These students continue to be a 
focus for my own pedagogical reflection. For most students, however, the final assign-
ment demonstrates that they have internalized the course concepts .

Theme One: Questioning Self
In their final reflections, a majority of the students question their own usage and 

their ability to identify concepts learned throughout the semester . This self-question-
ing manifests in several different moves . For example, students indicate a lack of 
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confidence and insert hedging to call out their unsteadiness with the grammatical 
concept, but they also use self-questioning as helpful internal dialogue . Christina, an 
English education major, writes about searching for active and passive voice in a posi-
tion paper written for an adolescent literature course: “There was a lot of questioning 
myself on whether or not I was doing this correctly but I feel much more confident 
with this task now.” Questioning abilities and feeling a lack of confidence is reflected 
in the majority of students’ final essays.

Questioning often appeared in students’ reflections as hedging. Lakoff (1973) 
talked about hedging as a “fuzzy” way to make things more or less clear. Hedging 
is both a rhetorical skill and lexical tool that allows the speaker to sound humble and 
hesitant. Lexi, an English education major, used lexical hedging in her final reflection. 
Her hazy understanding of a concept in her own writing manifested in phrases like “I 
got confused…,” “I struggled…,” “I feel as though I understand…,” and “I think..., 
but I’m still unsure.” Three out of five of her chosen topics showed strong conceptual 
understanding through the examples she presented . In the two others, topic sentence 
patterns and noun clause identification, Lexi expressed simultaneous confidence and 
self-doubt. In both cases, she identified these concepts in her own writing correctly 
and incorrectly . She presented one example sentence—“Ursala’s weapon was a giant 
hairspray can.” Lexi then goes on to say it “is not an example of a sentence type 3, but 
I struggled because ‘a’ is an article that usually signals a noun is following, but in fact 
the following word is an adjective.” Even though the next three examples of “type 3” 
sentences, S+LV+NP, are correctly analyzed, the inability to identify “can” as the head 
noun of the predicate nominative phrase indicates that she is still struggling with the 
concept. Her loose grasp on noun phrases, which is reflected in her hedging around 
her incorrect example, reveals Lexi’s recognition of both her growth and what more 
she has to learn .

Though none of the final essays contained quoted inner thoughts, students repeat-
edly used words such as “surprised,” “shocked,” and “enjoyed,” revealing a positive 
affective state when doing the analysis . More often, however, students used words 
like “confused,” “struggled,” and “lost.”  Lack of confidence is sometimes warranted, 
sometimes not . I expect to see a J-curve learning process when students are intro-
duced to a new concept, so occasional misappropriations are not overly concerning . 
However, confusion often ensues for students when they realize they have not com-
pletely learned the concept . In situations like these, students often rely on metacogni-
tive strategies . Claire, an English education major, provides an example of this when 
she writes, “Since I was working with prepositional phrases prior to infinitives I had 
to remind myself to identify ‘to’ verbs instead of mixing them up with prepositions.” 
Enacting these strategies requires an internal dialog to maintain awareness, a key func-
tion of metacognition .

Theme Two: Engagement with Academic Concepts
Academic language is key when it comes to learning grammatical concepts . 

Throughout their K-12 school years, students are exposed to the terms prepositions, 
phrases versus clauses, verb tense, active and passive voice, and all the other academic 
discourse that surrounds our study of language structure and function . Most students 
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believe they never learned this terminology, or if they did, they have forgotten it all; 
by the end of the course, however, students frequently comment that they always had 
known about a particular concept but that their understanding of what it is and how to 
use it has increased .

Students consistently express a desire to challenge themselves to look for spe-
cific grammatical concepts they found difficult. Heather, an English education major, 
pushed herself to work beyond the expectations of the exam: “I challenged myself to 
label each word class for the entire paper.” Phrases like “I wanted to improve my abil-
ities.” and “I want to get better at…” were common in students’ final exams. Heather 
recognized the importance of pushing herself to grasp the smallest syntactical units; 
she states, “Without my understanding of each word classification, the rest of my 
review would’ve been far more difficult. The importance of grammar, I have found, is 
at the foundation.”

Caroline, a creative writing major, exemplifies the process of linguistic concep-
tual growth in her final exam. She recognizes this growth when she writes that her 
analysis of the final paper felt “different than it did at the beginning of the semester.” 
The definition of a noun that students come to the course with is “a person, place, or 
thing.” Though this definition is functionally correct, students at the beginning of the 
course look only for single word phrases or short noun phrases with obvious modifi-
ers . As a result of learning more about the functions of verbals and noun phrases and 
clauses, students are able to identify and use these structures with increasing accuracy, 
and their conceptual understanding of what a noun is expands. After analyzing a fic-
tion piece she was working on outside of school, Caroline recognizes her increased 
ability to identify nouns, which boosted her confidence in her abilities: 

I know that I had to have made some mistakes along the way; how-
ever, this time around, I was able to identify my gerunds as what 
they actually are: nouns . At the bottom of the second page, I wrote, 
“It was a feeling she hadn’t experienced for a long time.” While this 
one is a little easier to spot and identify because of the article before 
it, I know that while this resembles a verb it is not serving the func-
tion of one but is actually the predicate nominative in that sentence .

Her experiences resonate with other students who, in their final reflections, not 
only shed some of the fear associated with being wrong, but they also become adept 
at using the discourse around concepts in order to organize their new understanding of 
something they have known about for a long time .

Theme Three: Recognizing Genre Constraints and Affordances
A genre-based approach to writing instruction encourages students to work within 

contextual linguistic affordances and constraints . In the course, students choose to 
write four of the five different genres of papers—a personal narrative, an argument 
essay, an extended definition essay, a research proposal, or a short story. As the course 
progresses, their analyses reveal that they recognize language usage changes within 
particular genres. By the time students reach the final exam where they choose a piece 
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of writing completed outside of class, students are able to call attention to the contex-
tual reasoning behind their linguistic choices .

Steven, a literary studies major, analyzed a paper he had written in a world litera-
ture course . In one round of analysis, he chose to look at his use of appositives . When 
he found that he only had two in the whole paper, he concluded, “that was because my 
professor, who was reading the paper, did not need an explanation for any of the terms 
in the paper since he was the one who taught me the concepts.” Steven recognized 
the nature of an in-class literary analysis paper; the audience was the instructor of the 
course who did not need the appositives to clarify . He summarized his global under-
standing of language usage and genre: 

I have learned that certain grammatical aspects occur more fre-
quently than others depending on the type of writing or the formal-
ity of writing . For example, if I were writing a personal narrative, 
there would have been way more personal pronouns, especially the 
personal pronoun “I.” There also would have been more adjective 
clauses because I would have had to explain the things relevant to 
me that others would not have understood .

Use of “I” in academic writing is a heated topic of discussion each semester. Stu-
dents are reticent to use “I” in college papers because they have been told throughout 
high school that writing should be objective. Steven’s recognition that “I” is more 
common in personal narratives affirms the divide between what is considered aca-
demic and what is considered creative . His recognition of the audience and the genre 
also shaped his use of appositives and indicates his understanding of the affordances 
and constraints of the context .

Emma, a creative writing major who analyzed a research paper for her final exam, 
noted a difference in verbs after she had analyzed for transitive verbs:

I found this especially interesting, as in creative work writers are 
encouraged to find alternative verbs to both describe and act, while 
in academic papers those seem few and far between save for the oc-
casional verbs like “destroyed” or “permeates.” This is a distinction 
I never consciously noted, yet found it interesting to see just how 
different verb usage between different types of papers and works 
can be .

In analyzing a research paper, Emma realizes verbs carry more clout in creative 
writing . She also points to the dichotomy between creative and academic writing that 
often came up. Emma finds it interesting that creative writers are given instruction in 
choosing verbs, yet academic writers are not . Brennan, an English education major 
who analyzed a thematic synthesis of several young adult novels, looked for link-
ing verbs and found he “quite literally only use[s] ‘is’ and ‘are’ in this paper.” He 
attributed his linking verb usage to the genre of paper that limited his verb choice 
because he was “identifying lots of themes and concepts, with not a lot of action.” 
Style and usage rules change with the genre being written . In their analyses of their 
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own work, students realize they have the linguistic flexibility as writers to change their 
style to meet the demands .

Theme Four: Willingness to Take Feedback while Maintaining Personal Style
Receiving and using feedback on language usage is fraught with emotions; there-

fore, when I evaluate and respond to students’ reflective essays throughout the semes-
ter, I provide feedback to encourage them by recognizing the value of their choices, 
by praising those things they demonstrate a grasp on, and by directing them to focus 
on a particular concept that they do not fully understand . I also emphasize the aca-
demic concepts and how increased understanding can help students use them fluently, 
eventually expanding their personal linguistic style . As a result of feedback, both from 
me and other readers of their writing, students consistently expressed recognition of a 
need for growth, and many pointed to their personal writing goals . 

In the course of the semester, particular usage issues common to college student 
writing come up in discussion . The overuse of adverbs, failing to vary sentence struc-
ture, and stringing together too many prepositional phrases are a few of the taboos we 
tackle . Prepositional phrase use is something that regularly surprises my students upon 
analyzing their own writing . Brennan, who found he only used linking verbs, also 
discovered that his use of prepositional phrases was excessive . He was not, however, 
under the impression that he needed to stop using them: “I think prepositional phrases 
are a good way to add some detail to sentences, but I think that forty-six I used may 
have been overkill.” Jayne, also an English education major, analyzed a paper she 
wrote during her first semester in college. Like many students, Jayne uses multicol-
ored highlighters to identify the sought-after grammatical structure . After highlighting 
all the prepositional phrases purple, she exclaimed, “and just scrolling through the 
paper, the amount of purple is bordering on ridiculous.” Like Brennan, she is aware of 
the excess, but she still sees the value of well-used prepositional phrases, claiming, “I 
think they help with the flow of sentences which is why I use them so often.” Students 
who analyze for grammatical concepts discussed as problematic in class often recog-
nize their own usage issues, and simultaneously acknowledge the importance of their 
function when used well .

As part of the feedback process, the comments I make on student papers are 
focused specifically on their idiosyncratic usage patterns. By the time the students get 
to the final exam, most have honed in on what language usage concepts they would 
like to work with in their writing . Accepting feedback they deem valuable for their 
own writing is what writers do . As everyone has a say about style, I want my students 
to feel that their style is respected and that I am there to give them the tools to take 
beyond the course. Jessica is one of many students who exemplified how the metacog-
nitive strategy infused in this assignment allowed her to receive feedback while further 
developing her personal style. She regularly had me review her analyses and reflec-
tions before the due date and would seek me out when she was not grasping something . 
I also provided feedback on each of the four class papers she wrote . Jessica had a clear 
goal to improve her writing so that it “paints a more detailed image for the reader and 
helps me as a writer to remember to focus on each of my words to go towards helping 
with plot and description.” As she analyzed adverbial clauses, Jessica realized that her 
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use of them made “the flow of the paragraph stop short” and created “awkward” and 
“vague” sentences. To improve the flow, she rearranged the adverbial clauses. She 
did, however, find her usage of particular adverbial clauses helpful in “painting an 
accurate picture of the setting and drawing the reader’s attention.” Jessica’s reflection 
shows how learning the academic vocabulary associated with grammatical concepts 
and applying this knowledge to her writing helped her further develop her style toward 
her own goals of producing more detailed and fluid writing.

Implications for Instruction
As presented here, teaching students thinking strategies through grammar instruc-

tion relies on interactions among teachers and students . Language teachers at all levels 
can employ methods similar to what I have detailed in this study, thereby encour-
aging dialectical instruction and assessment (Poehner & Lantolf, 2010) . Responding 
to students’ linguistic needs requires research on the students and the pedagogy . My 
research led to me to employ metacognition as a central tenet in my curriculum design 
for this course . Language teachers creating their own curriculum may want to consider 
the following instructional considerations that went into and resulted from this action 
research:

• engage students with academic discourse at a personal level;
• expose students to the multiple aspects of grammar and language study;
• employ choice throughout assignments to develop students’ linguistic flexibility;
• encourage student volunteerism and collaboration through trust-building and 

low-stakes assignments;
• use technology such as a document camera or collaborative digital documents 

to model practice;
• create and sustain a classroom environment where errors are part of the process .

As a language teacher seeking praxis, I have designed curriculum that engages 
these tenets . The result has been that students become observers of their own thought 
processes, and they learn about how they learn—a skill that can serve them in lan-
guage learning throughout their lives . 

Conclusion
Taking a grammar course in college could be a student’s biggest fear . Expecta-

tions of what grammar is as a discipline have been marred by pedagogy that seeks to 
keep language static and prescriptive . Since my aim is to develop students’ indepen-
dence and flexibility as writers and communicators, I designed an assignment based in 
metacognitive strategies to allay the fears students bring to the course . Students know 
much more about language than they think they do . Using cognitive strategies like 
metacognition helps them become linguistically adept and adaptive . 

The moves students make as they internalize grammatical concepts became clear 
as I have worked with this process over the years . Students demonstrate that they not 
only learned the discourse of the discipline, they learned how to use the concepts to 
bring awareness to their own writing and speaking . Their process, which entailed ques-
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tioning, engaging with the academic language, recognizing contextual constraints, and 
developing personal style, reveals a grappling with language . As students learn to ana-
lyze their own language, they rely less on an authority and more on what is meaningful 
and significant to them and in the context in which they use it.
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Abstract
In this essay, the author affirms the importance of grammar instruction as part of 

teacher preparation . Students at all levels learn about language and through language . 
The author discusses how this learning unfolds in the college classroom and its signif-
icance for pre-service teachers, who will be expected to teach grammar essentials to 
their P-8 students . As a crucial part of a vibrant, comprehensive approach to literacy 
learning, grammar lessons ought to be relevant and integrated into other authentic 
learning tasks, such as writing . The author shares a multi-part exemplar lesson on 
prepositions and prepositional phrases with the goal of helping students create more 
complex, lively sentences . From these classroom activities, pre-service teachers learn 
how to make abstract language concepts understandable through active learning . 

Teaching Grammar: The Pedagogical and Learning Possibilities  
of Prepositional Phrases

We must purposefully enact opportunities for the development of language 
and literacy in teaching core curricular content, understanding, and activi-
ties . George Bunch, 2013, p . 24

I do it, we do it, you do it . Filling grammar knowledge gaps, rethinking grammar 
and how it conflates with writing instruction, designing low-stress practice exercises, 
and continually assessing learning during lessons that reflect a transfer from teach-
er-directed to student-centered lessons describe this pedagogy . Putting out the gram-
mar welcome mat and using student-friendly terms alongside teacher terminology 
helps learners become comfortable with grammar’s metalanguage .

As any grammar teacher knows, one teaching challenge lies in disrupting the 
pre-conceived notions students carry with them . Unfortunately, it seems the older the 
learner, the more baggage they carry . While high schoolers moan or roll their eyes 
when they hear grammar, many college students have convinced themselves that 
grammar is dull, uncomfortable, and confusing . Pre-service teachers (PSTs) enter my 
Teaching English Grammar course with vastly dissimilar grammar classroom experi-
ences; furthermore, they bring different motivations for taking the course . A few enroll 
because they have had positive experiences in their high school English classes or 
because a family member told them such a class would look good on their transcript . 
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However, the majority enter with trepidation, thinking, “I was lousy at grammar in 
middle school; I’m not feeling too hopeful about this class.” 

The latter response reflects grammar messaging that has been absorbed from 
varied sources, and the general mindset suggests that grammar learning is painful, 
difficult, and boring. If PSTs have not learned grammar systematically, such insecu-
rity is justified. They might have had uneven or haphazard instruction, or they might 
associate grammar with catch-phrases and “rules”—some carried over from previous 
decades when Latin was part of a classical education . Fretting about beginning a sen-
tence with and or but, or ending a sentence with a preposition is not helpful advice 
and can even mislead PSTs, especially those who think in absolute terms . In fact, there 
may be times when starting a sentence with and makes sense for the piece and fits the 
writing style . Likewise, to avoid ending a sentence with a preposition, no one should 
feel compelled to say or write That is something with which I cannot agree when 
That is something I cannot agree with makes the construction simpler and more direct 
(Straus, 2014, p . 18) . Clear communication guides writing decisions . 

A brief discussion follows in this article regarding how language knowledge 
informs our understanding of the world and provides linguistic tools to express our 
thoughts . I then present a lesson sequence on prepositional phrases that has a three-
fold purpose: to teach PSTs about this part of speech, to illustrate how this knowledge 
helps developing writers draft introductory sentence elements, and to model relevant 
learning language activities .  

Grammar Learning
Understanding words and their grammatical functions is one aspect of literacy 

learning central to helping PSTs grow in their oral and written expression . In explain-
ing how individuals talk about grammar and do grammar, Haussemen (2002) observed 
that individuals “associate grammar with errors and correctness . But knowing about 
grammar also helps us understand what makes sentences and paragraphs clear and 
interesting and precise” (p. 1). In both formal and informal contexts, users learn about 
language and learn through language (Halliday, 2004). For example, children first 
learn about the sounds used for producing the word snow and how to blend them 
together, but by experiencing snowy weather, they more fully understand snow . With 
the experience, snow takes on a richer meaning . 

Words mediate what is learned about a topic . In science or history lessons, teachers 
introduce numerous vocabulary words to bridge P-8 students’ current understandings 
and help them develop more advanced discipline-specific knowledge; language learn-
ing helps in achieving this task . In oral language development, language is caught, not 
taught. Children acquire their “native language without being taught,” and do not need 
teachers, books, or any kinds of drills (Schuster, 2003, p . 3) . Noam Chomsky, consid-
ered the father of modern linguistics, posited that language is uniquely human, innate, 
and used for communication . Chomsky (1975) observed that language grows in the 
human mind the same way hair grows on our heads; he proposed a theory of universal 
grammar, explaining that all individuals are born with a fundamental understanding of 
the underlying mechanisms of language . Children may not have the labels for parts of 
speech (the talking-about-grammar piece), but they have knowledge about words and 
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their function in sentences (the doing-grammar piece) . Young children can assemble 
words to build a meaningful speech stream, evidence that grammar is a construct and 
manipulated by users . In the following sentences, pre-schoolers know that meaning 
changes when man and dog are interchanged: The dog bit the man versus The man 
bit the dog . This illustration shows that users know about grammar . Word order does 
impact meaning because English is a positional language . 

A more complex language skill involves sentence construction—the syntactical 
order and phrase structure of groups of words . These conversations occur in schools, 
usually during English language arts lessons and experiences . According to Cummins 
(2002), formal aspects of learning language occur in schools . Knowing grammar and 
the ability to name types or groups of words helps communicators talk about language 
and its purpose . 

Readiness to Teach Grammar
Despite the reality that PSTs have varying degrees of readiness with foundational 

grammar knowledge, many realize their future students will need to know how to 
work with language to make informed writing choices and to read critically . They also 
know that a steady diet of decontextualized grammar instruction in the form of work-
sheets and skills-n-drill can be counterproductive (Laminack & Wadsworth, 2015) . 
The nuanced aspects of grammar learning are supported through understanding that 
some decontextualized learning at the beginning stage lays the foundation for more 
personalized and contextualized practice . Many teacher candidates have experienced 
less-than-effective practices and seek better teaching options . Consequently, I capital-
ize on their willingness to learn about language, a key teacher disposition . Knowing 
they will be expected to teach grammar in context, my goal is to transform our learning 
environment so that PSTs move from their entry point to a deeper intellectual level . 
I want them to cultivate an attitude of “I can’t wait for what we’ll be doing next!” 
To transform attitudes and build learner-instructor trust, I have followed the lead of 
experts in the field. When active learning and discovery drive the grammar lesson, 
concepts are more memorable (Ruday, 2018; Schuster, 2003; Weaver, 2006) . Finding 
ways to incorporate movement, chanting, and student curiosity result in lessons that 
engage class participants and invite their full participation . As well, building from 
simple to more challenging exercises that connect to the learner pays dividends . The 
classroom becomes an encouraging space for learning, discovery, and engagement . 
These qualities, vital for cultivating a milieu of academic risk-taking and exploration, 
result in PSTs learning about grammar and acquiring pedagogical approaches that can 
be used in their careers . 

Over the years, I have experimented with making grammar pedagogy accessible 
to a new generation of soon-to-be teachers, whose cognitive tools will most assuredly 
shape a younger generation’s relationship with text, information, and expression . My 
dual commitment to rigorous instruction of germane, undiluted content and preparing 
future teachers manifests in participatory learning . Graduated lessons that transition 
tentative learners into eager participants center on engaging activities that serve as a 
rehearsal for what they will practice with their own future students . Education scholars 
recommend blending grammar fundamentals into the context of personal, meaning-
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ful writing events and helping students see why grammar awareness matters (Ruday, 
2018, as cited in Moberg, 2019, pp . 41-42; Strauss, Topper, & Hooking, 2014; Weaver, 
2007) . They note that teaching grammar for grammar’s sake is not particularly helpful . 
Prepositions, unlike nouns or verbs, might be overlooked by elementary teachers who 
tend to focus more on the essential parts of speech that comprise a sentence . Some-
times called “glue” words, prepositions function as a critical language unit (Bear, Inv-
ernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2019) . Without them, other words would languish .

Prepositional Phrases
To make the abstractions of language understandable, in the classroom I showcase 

different activities that maximize learner engagement and support content mastery . 
Given grammar’s abstract nature, in-class experiential learning must make nuances 
explicit to help PSTs succeed . Furthermore, with choice embedded in assignments, 
learning becomes personalized . Below I describe a lesson sequence with a dual focus: 
learning about prepositional phrases and using them to vary sentence construction .

Learning Preposition Basics
I introduce prepositional phrases by calling attention to the smaller words, pre 

and position. This is to “show the relationship between an object and other words in 
the sentence” and relate this part of speech to its own object (Topping & Hoffman, 
2006, p. 80). To make this abstract definition more concrete, I use a pencil and a book, 
placing the pencil on the book, above it, underneath it, etc . I invite class members 
to call out the word that describes the pencil’s relationship to the book . They enjoy 
the demonstration as they learn about prepositions to express position . Once these 
basics gel, we transition to other types of prepositions, noting that not all indicate posi-
tion . Some express temporal relationships, as in before the party or until the intermis-
sion; others serve a semantic role, as in by express mail, for always, and of the family 
(Shertzer, 1986) . Eventually, PSTs recognize that like functions as a preposition in 
Sara looks like her mother . Analyzing a master list of prepositions strengthens student 
knowledge and confidence. They learn that memorization is not necessary, and that 
merely recognizing prepositions has utility . 

Topping and Hoffman (2006), former classroom teachers, now educational con-
sultants, suggested using alphabetic groupings (beyond, below, between, by, beneath 
and with, within, without) as a helpful mnemonic . Using a class set of mini-white-
boards, teacher candidates write as many prepositions as they can remember in 30 
seconds . When time is called, they tally their word count and turn their boards to 
show me . The goal of recalling more prepositions with each attempt transforms a 
simple activity into a mildly competitive event . Additionally, I can provide immediate 
feedback when I spot misconceptions . For example, when yet, but, or so are offered as 
prepositions, I use the opportunity to compare the respective functions of coordinat-
ing conjunctions and prepositions . As a result, PSTs learn that not all short words are 
prepositions, though many are (by, as, with, to, in, near, on) and that prepositions can 
be longer words (around, underneath, between, throughout) . 

Solidifying new concepts requires practice . Natalia Bondar (2018), a high school 
English teacher, affirms the versatility of white boards, remarking that “these simple 
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non-electronic slates have proven to be very popular . . .[since they] provide immediate 
feedback and allow for practice without grading” (p. 24). Like Bondar, I see PSTs, 
who would otherwise bemoan pen-and-paper grammar practice, eagerly participate 
in whiteboard drills . Additionally, because I have an immediate sense of how well the 
group understands the lesson, I can provide extended practice or advance to the next 
part of the lesson . My pacing is centered on my informal assessment of learning .

The subsequent step invites college students to find examples of prepositional 
phrases in newspaper captions . I use The Exponent, the university’s student-published 
newspaper, and the local paper . Using the document camera, I display a caption and 
ask my PSTs to be prepositional phrase detectives . This quick practice builds addi-
tional familiarity with prepositional phrases, reinforcing their ubiquity in print . A more 
advanced follow-up lesson involves locating prepositional phrases in a paragraph, 
verse, or stanza of text. Since prepositional phrases appear in poetry, songs, fiction, 
nonfiction, Shakespeare’s works, blogs, recipes, how-to guides, and popular maga-
zines, students have a wide selection from which to choose . Identifying this language 
feature with a meaningful text makes the assignment all the more valuable . After they 
feel confident recognizing prepositional phrases, we practice together with a first-
grade text selection from Arnold Lobel’s Frog and Toad (R .L . 1) and a portion from 
a chapter book from Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House in The Big Woods (R .L . 4) . 

After these activities, teacher candidates become comfortable in identifying prep-
ositional phrases . They have also learned that these phrases are found in very simple 
texts intended for early readers and are a core element in all types of printed matter . 
Based on using authentic text to spotlight grammar, these activities energize learning 
while simultaneously reinforcing language fundamentals for soon-to-be-teachers in 
the Common Core era . Not only do PSTs practice the content, but they learn about 
instructional approaches that can be used with students in their future P-8 classrooms . 

Prepositional Phrases in Writing 
Because I understand that teaching is far more than the mere transmission of 

knowledge, each class period centers on active learning . When PSTs are working with 
the concepts, not just sitting passively as I lecture, they become active learners . Criti-
cally engaging in the activity anchors their learning . Accordingly, my lessons sequence 
early understandings that advance to application of knowledge . Noticing prepositional 
phrases in print leads to the more complex task of generating and manipulating them 
in personal writing . Teacher candidates are invited to discover this connection, and 
this “ah-ha” experience signals growing confidence and positive attitudes. I frequently 
discuss with PSTs the why of what we are doing, so they see the connections between 
what they are learning and how that grammar knowledge connects to helping their 
future P-8 students upgrade sentences . 

Sentence fluency, a signature characteristic of polished writing, tends to be one of 
the more challenging composition skills to teach . When young children learn to talk, 
they follow the subject-verb-object structure they hear in their home environments: I 
want another cookie. I’m going to watch T.V. I love Mommy . In school, where more 
formal writing instruction generally occurs, youngsters mimic what is familiar—their 
own speech (i .e . subject-verb-object) . According to Fletcher (2013), developing writ-
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ers use what they know about language structure to take risks and “write by grappling 
with a real subject that matters” (p. 4). Since the preponderance of sentences in spoken 
or written English follows that structure (even if some are short, simple sentences 
and others are longer with more complex structures), teachers can expect this type of 
sentence construction (Dawson & Phelan, 2016, p . 229) . However, as students move 
through the grades, their writing should reflect a growing sophistication with language. 
Using prepositional phrases as introductory elements to a subject-verb-object sentence 
demonstrates this expanded language awareness. Varying how sentences begin reflects 
writer dexterity that emerges as they grow in their written expression and sentence 
sophistication . Further, adding phrases to the middle or end of sentences contributes 
to sentence variety and detail . 

To begin the next instructional phase, I invite PSTs to analyze a series of sentences 
to discover and name the language feature or occurrence: Kim went to the beach. The 
beach had many shells. She found several. 

Invariably, students note the stilted, awkward sentence structure . Bingo! Recogni-
tion is the first step. I ask how the ideas could be combined, suggesting they use their 
knowledge of prepositional phrases to add description . Beginning a sentence with a 
single introductory phrase, they then explore other ways additional phrases can be 
included . In the examples below, Kim found many seashells on the beach is rewritten 
four ways .

Example 1:  On the beach Kim found many seashells. 
Example 2:  At dawn, on the beach Kim found many seashells .
Example 3: At dawn, on a beach in Oregon, Kim found many seashells . 
Example 4: At dawn, Kim found many seashells on a beach in Oregon . 

While the above sentences serve to illustrate a grammar point, they are proba-
bly not particularly interesting to students . Ruday (2018) recommended incorporating  
topics that match student interest (as cited in Moberg, 2019, p . 41) . Using sports writ-
ing to locate prepositional phrases or finding phrases from lyrics of a favorite song 
are more learner-centered activities . Nonetheless, a simple example about Kim on 
the beach can be the springboard to experimenting with writing about a subject that 
matches learner interests . When I give PSTs options for their prepositional phrase 
search by using past issues of National Geographic and Sports Illustrated, they 
readily find a text passage that interests them. Motivated, they explore how intro-
ductory prepositional phrases and other opening elements, such as infinitive phrases 
and subordinate clauses, are used by published authors . Eventually, PSTs transfer this 
learning to their own written expression . Importantly, their insight of how grammar 
knowledge advances their writing skills results in more polished prose . PSTs’ exit 
tickets, completed at the end of lessons, provide evidence of their linguistic insight . 
Their comments serve as testimonials about their expanding competencies; moreover, 
their written expression includes prepositional phrases placed in initial, medial, and 
final position within sentences. In their own words, PSTs observe how prepositional 
phrases empower them to add more depth to their writing . 
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Growing as Writers 
Class discussion considers how writers’ choices result from their careful, delib-

erate language selections. Knowing about prepositional phrases gives PSTs a specific 
strategy to use when they are revising drafts . P-8 teachers remind students that they 
are the final arbiter of adjustments to their drafts. While teachers and peers make rec-
ommendations, ultimately, the writer decides which changes to consider and which 
to ignore . According to Ruday (2018), language choice should be guided by writers’ 
intent (p . 29) . Fletcher (2013) asserted that “most children learn to write, more or 
less,” but suggested that teachers and/or parents ought to “sustain and extend this 
natural development” (p. 1). Modeling writing activities that use language in different 
contexts helps PSTs see that considering the audience informs a writer’s decisions . 
When that lesson progression ends, prospective educators have several teaching ideas 
for their practitioner toolkits . 

Nonetheless, ideas are just ideas unless implemented . Preparing PSTs to apply 
what they are learning to the P-8 context demands intentional lesson planning; accord-
ingly, this key outcome can be practiced and assessed in a multi-part writing lesson in 
their supervised practicum . Supervisors and teacher educators remind PSTs that nov-
ice teachers often find themselves overwhelmed with myriad responsibilities: plan-
ning lessons, meeting with students, attending faculty meetings, serving as advisor 
to extra-curricular clubs, etc . However, if they enter the classroom with a cache of 
high-interest and ready-to-use activities, beginning teachers can be more efficient in 
planning and delivering lessons that reflect their competency with grammar, sentence 
construction, and written expression .  

Conclusion
Grammar, not a has-been subject studied only by older generations, should be 

integrated with English language arts lessons, making it a natural part of learning lan-
guage . Lessons that build from prior knowledge and scaffold learning with meaningful 
instruction illustrate how grammar bonds with writing; the two intertwine . Knowing 
about language features prepares PSTs to be more perceptive teachers . As Mary Pop-
pins famously declared in the eponymous Disney film, “In every job that must be 
done, there is an element of fun. You find the fun, and snap, the job’s a game.” Gram-
mar need not be tedious, dull, and confusing . Using the ideas presented in this essay, 
even abstract concepts, such as prepositional phrases, promises learning opportunities .
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Lesson Plan
Cleft Sentences as Focusing Tools in Writing

Kevin Moberg
Kevin Moberg is a faculty member in the Department of Arts and Letters and the 
Department of Teacher Education at Dickinson State University in Dickinson, North 
Dakota. He teaches courses on writing, grammar, linguistics, and literature, including 
adolescent literature. He also teaches methods courses for English education majors 
and supervises their student teaching.

Grade levels: 9-12
Estimated time to teach: one 50-minute session

Lesson Preview
Summary
This lesson introduces secondary students to clefts as sentence variations that they 
themselves can employ when they want to shift the focus of a reader’s attention . To 
think of a cleft sentence as a focusing tool at a writer’s disposal requires students 
to take a rhetorical grammar perspective, thinking of their grammar knowledge as 
something they can use purposefully when writing or speaking . The essential ques-
tion behind this lesson is, “How can authors use cleft sentences to emphasize import-
ant ideas?” To answer that, students will (1) learn about two kinds of cleft sentences 
(it-cleft and what-cleft), (2) examine those tools’ uses in others’ published writing, 
and then (3) use those tools in their own writing, which will provide the teacher with 
evidence of their learning and with opportunities for feedback .

Inclusion Statement
To think of grammar rhetorically, students must have rhetorical situations in which to 
employ grammatical focusing tools—in this case, a reason to need cleft sentences in 
their “grammar toolboxes.” This lesson assumes that the teacher has established a cur-
riculum and classroom environment that allow for social justice to be pursued through 
English language arts . With that in mind, the context here is the study of rhetorical 
strategies used in writing about a current social justice issue: Black Lives Matter pro-
tests in June 2020 . That could be changed to a more current event whenever this lesson 
is taught . Whatever the issue for students’ reading and writing, the teacher may use it 
as an opportunity for students to meet particular social justice standards, such as those 
developed by the Teaching Tolerance organization . Those standards include recogniz-
ing systemic injustice, analyzing its harmful impact, and speaking up about injustice . 
Reading about a social justice issue gives students the chance to see focusing tools 
used in writing by journalists, politicians, scholars, or community members—and the 
chance to use those tools in students’ own writing to join the conversation about that 
issue .
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From Theory to Practice
For decades English scholar Constance Weaver promoted the teaching of grammar in 
the context of students’ reading and writing (1996, 2001, 2002), including as a way to 
help students meet the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) . That contextual study 
of grammar engages students in analyzing how writers use grammatical constructions 
in their work and then in practicing using those structures in students’ own writing . 
The use of published writing as “mentor texts” to illustrate grammar concepts, allow 
imitation, and inspire personalization is promoted in later books on teaching grammar 
(Brandt, 2019; Ehrenworth & Vinton, 2005; Ruday, 2017), based on findings that stu-
dents gain and retain grammar knowledge when they put it to use rather than study it 
solely in isolation . The rhetorical grammar perspective—choosing and using grammar 
structures in a purposeful way when writing—is described by Martha Kolln and others 
(Kolln, 1996; Kolln, Gray, & Salvatore, 2016; Kolln & Gray, 2013; Micciche, 2004) . 
Using social justice-oriented teaching to meet the Common Core’s English language 
arts standards is explored in a study by Alison Dover (2015) . To facilitate such a teach-
ing approach, Teaching Tolerance offers a set of K-12 social justice standards . Regard-
ing cleft sentences in particular, some useful studies of their features and effects in 
English grammar come from Nancy Hedberg (2007, 2013), Edward Fichtner (1993), 
and Gerald Delahunty (1984) . Those chapters and articles provide in-depth informa-
tion for the teacher but could be excerpted or paraphrased for students as appropriate 
for their developmental levels .

Further Reading
A teacher already committed to a rhetorical approach to teaching grammar and already 
familiar with cleft sentences may like to read Cennet Altiner’s article “Teaching of 
Focus Structures in English” (2018). It is meant to help teachers of English learners—
specifically EFL/ESL teachers—understand a range of focusing tools in English gram-
mar, the challenges that they pose to English learners, and recommended approaches 
to teaching those structures . It-cleft and what-cleft sentences are just two of the focus-
ing tools whose form and purpose are addressed, making the article a convenient refer-
ence should the teacher like ideas for additional structures that students could analyze 
and put to use in their writing .

Common Core Standards
• CCSS .ELA-LITERACY .L .9-10 .3 – Apply knowledge of language to under-

stand how language functions in different contexts, to make effective choices 
for meaning or style, and to comprehend more fully when reading or listening .

• CCSS .ELA-LITERACY .L .11-12 .3 – Apply knowledge of language to under-
stand how language functions in different contexts, to make effective choices 
for meaning or style, and to comprehend more fully when reading or listening .
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Lesson Preparation
Required Materials

• Web article: “The New York Times Was Accused of Siding with Police Because 
of Ill-Placed Passive Voice” (Sitar, 2020)

• Optional web articles (see Step 2.d of “Session 1” in the “Instructional Plan” 
below):

• “Cleft Sentences in Speaking, Writing” (Bryant, 2019)
• “Adding Emphasis in English: Special Forms” (Beare, 2018)
• “How to Use Cleft Sentences for Emphasis” (Markham, 2016)
• Optional web articles: teacher’s selection (see Step 3 of “Session 1”)
• Instructions for end-of-class writing task (see Step 5 of “Session 1”)

Before Teaching
• Determine the social justice issue (see “Inclusion Statement” above) for stu-

dents’ reading and writing—and plan the culminating writing project toward 
which this lesson will lead .

• Decide whether to have students read the lesson’s articles (see Steps 1 and 3 of 
“Session 1” in the “Instructional Plan” below) online or via hard copies—and 
arrange for computer access or handouts for students .

• If classroom grammar resources do not include information on cleft sentences, 
then choose one (see Step 2.d of “Session 1”) and arrange for computer access 
or handouts for students .

• Create the journal prompt or “exit slip” instructions (see Step 5 of “Session 1”) 
and post them on the whiteboard, create handouts for students, or both .

Instructional Plan
Student Objectives

Students will complete the following activities during this lesson:
• Explain how the movement of an element in a sentence to another location in the 

sentence can increase a reader’s attention to that idea .
• Define passive voice, it-cleft sentence, and what-cleft sentence as focusing tools 

that a writer can use .
• Identify cleft sentences in authors’ published writing .
• Analyze the rhetorical purpose and effect of an author’s use of cleft sentences .
• Create original it-cleft and what-cleft sentences .
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Instruction
Session 1

1 . To prepare students for thinking about grammar structures as focusing tools, 
lead them in a review of passive voice, a concept they will have studied for 
the Common Core language standards for eighth grade (CCSS .ELA-LITERA-
CY .L .8 .1 .B, 1 .D ., and 3 .A) .

a . Review an author’s ability to use passive voice to move the agent of an 
action out of the subject slot into an end position in the sentence, where 
it will draw readers’ focus:

ACTIVE: The Senator used incendiary words that angered the crowd 
of protesters . Note that the reader’s attention is drawn to the sentence’s 
ending information: the people who were angered by the agent of the 
action .

PASSIVE: The crowd of protesters were angered by the incendiary 
words used by the Senator . Note that the sentence focuses the reader’s 
attention on its ending information: the person who is the agent of the 
action .

b . Have students read Dana Sitar’s online article “The New York Times 
Was Accused of Siding with Police Because of Ill-Placed Passive Voice” 
(2020) . Discuss the difference in focus between the active voice and pas-
sive voice examples and how those different structures affect readers’ 
understanding differently .

2 . When students are in the frame of mind to consider grammar structures as rhe-
torical options that have certain attention-focusing effects in sentences, intro-
duce them to cleft sentences generally and to it-cleft and what-cleft sentences 
specifically.

a . A cleft sentence is so called because it is a transformation of an original 
clause that has been cleft (cleaved) or split into two clauses in order to 
move an important idea into an end position, where it will draw readers’ 
focus .

b . An it-cleft moves the to-be-emphasized idea into the subject comple-
ment slot of an independent clause (that starts with it) and follows the 
subject complement with a dependent clause that adds detail to, and fur-
ther focuses on, that emphasized idea .

ORIGINAL: The Senator used incendiary words that angered the crowd 
of protesters. Note that the reader’s attention is drawn to the sentence’s 
ending information: the people angered by the agent of the action .

IT-CLEFT: It was the Senator who used incendiary words that angered 
the crowd of protestors . Note that the emphasis is on the Senator (the 
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Senator, not someone else, did the action), which has been moved from 
the beginning of the independent clause (in the original) to the end, a 
position of focus . Following the Senator with a modifying dependent 
clause further gives it emphasis .

c . A what-cleft opens with a dependent clause (that starts with what) fol-
lowed by a verb that, in combination, announce the to-be-emphasized 
idea and place it in an end position in the sentence, where it will draw 
readers’ focus .

ORIGINAL: The Senator used incendiary words that angered the crowd 
of protesters. Note that the reader’s attention is drawn to the sentence’s 
ending information: the people angered by the agent of the action .

WHAT-CLEFT: What angered the crowd of protesters were the Sena-
tor’s incendiary words . Note that the emphasis is on the Senator’s incen-
diary words (they, not something else, are what caused the protesters’ 
anger), a nominative that has been moved from the middle of the original 
sentence to the cleft sentence’s end, a position of focus .

d . The teacher’s classroom grammar resources may offer additional exam-
ples of cleft sentences or practice activities for students to create cleft 
sentences . If not, the teacher can share web-based resources with fur-
ther explanation of it-clefts and what-clefts and their variations . Three 
straightforward resources come from Alice Bryant (2019), Kenneth 
Beare (2018), and Alex Markham (2016) .

3 . Move students from studying these grammatical focusing tools as concepts to 
analyzing the tools’ uses in authors’ published writing . The assumption here 
is that the teacher has established a social justice-related context for students’ 
current reading and writing; in the case of this lesson, that is the Black Lives 
Matter protests across the United States in June 2020 . In this way, students are 
not learning about cleft sentences as an isolated grammar topic . Instead, they 
are learning about it-clefts and what-clefts for two reasons:

a . to notice how writers use cleft sentences as focusing tools in their writing 
(about social justice issues)

b . to use clefts to control the focus on certain ideas in their own writing 
(about social justice issues) .

The teacher may direct students to search online for articles related to the issue 
being studied . This approach has the advantage of allowing students to use the 
browser’s “find” function to search for the words it and what within an article 
and then determine whether those words are being used to form cleft sentences . 
A disadvantage is that students would take varying amounts of time to locate 
articles containing cleft sentences or might get off-track in their web browsing, 
both of which would require the teacher’s extra attention (in different ways) .
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If time or classroom management are likely to be issues, then the teacher could 
provide students with excerpts from online articles that the teacher has already 
found and already knows contain examples of it-cleft and what-cleft sentences . 
Accompanying this lesson is a handout showing excerpts from articles about 
Black Lives Matter protests . For demonstration, the cleft sentences there are in 
bold type, although for students’ use, the teacher would leave them in plain text 
so that students could search for the cleft sentences on their own .

4 . Have students work alone to identify where cleft sentences are used in whatever 
articles they located or the teacher provided . Then have them work in pairs or 
small groups to share their work and help one another ensure that what they 
have found are indeed examples of cleft sentences (and not just simple uses of 
it and what—for example, It is cold and What is that? are not cleft sentences) . 
Finally, ask pairs or small groups to share some of their work with the class, 
explaining at least these three things about each cleft sentence:

a . how it qualifies as a cleft sentence, including what a non-cleft variation 
of it would be

b . how it works to focus readers’ attention on a particular idea in the sen-
tence

c . why the author likely chose to use a cleft sentence as a focusing tool 
for that idea, including the relation between that particular idea and the 
author’s broader point(s)

5 . End the class session by previewing the work to come in subsequent lessons: 
writing about the current social justice issue so that students can join the con-
versation themselves (with even more reading and writing thereafter) . Before 
students leave the classroom, have them write something brief that the teacher 
can collect and read to gauge their understanding of it-cleft and what-cleft sen-
tences . Depending on the end-of-class routine for the classroom, that could be 
one of the following:

a . a journal entry in which students write about an assigned or self-selected 
topic, making sure to include at least one of each kind of cleft sentence

b . an “exit slip” on which students write one example of each kind of cleft 
sentence and then explain what makes it either an it-cleft or a what-cleft

Sessions 2 and On

1 . Subsequent class sessions should engage students in creating their own writing 
that uses cleft sentences intentionally to focus readers’ attention on certain ideas 
within sentences .

2 . The Common Core State Standards for this lesson will be addressed in those 
follow-up lessons as well, as students demonstrate their understanding of how 
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“language functions in different contexts” as they “make effective choices for 
meaning or style” when using cleft sentences (and other focusing tools) in their 
writing (CCSS .ELA-LITERACY .L .9-10 .3 and 11-12 .3) .

3 . The social justice standards from Teaching Tolerance may drive subsequent 
lessons by helping the teacher and students know what kinds of texts to read 
(e .g ., texts that inform about unjust actions or powerful people, institutions, 
or events; texts that illustrate how to speak up to injustice or influence current 
events or political actions)—and what kinds of texts to write in order to join the 
conversation about the social justice issue at hand .

4 . The Common Core standards for writing and the social justice standards could 
be addressed in subsequent lessons by student writing in several forms, depend-
ing on what the teacher deems appropriate or what the curriculum requires, 
from argumentative essays to informational articles to personal narratives .

Assessment
The Common Core State Standards for this lesson require students to apply their 
knowledge of how English functions when doing two things: reading for comprehen-
sion (understanding how the author uses language to communicate meaning) and mak-
ing effective choices themselves (using language to communicate their own meaning) . 
In subsequent lessons, those can be assessed using the texts that students read and 
write—for the former, informational articles about the social justice issue at hand and 
mentor texts to demonstrate rhetorical grammar concepts; for the latter, short writing 
samples from day to day and an extended writing project with which students will 
join the larger conversation about the issue . However, for this lesson in particular, the 
teacher will assess students’ understanding of cleft sentences by reading the original 
it-clefts and what-clefts in students’ end-of-class writing samples . The teacher should 
look for whether each cleft is in the correct form and does indeed focus the reader on 
a particular idea in the sentence .

English Learners
Cennet Altiner’s article (2018) mentioned earlier in this lesson (see “Further Reading” 
above) addresses both it-clefts and what-clefts as focusing tools with which English 
learners may have predictable difficulties. The teacher could review the section of the 
article that illustrates both types of clefts and explains their different uses . Another sec-
tion explains why English learners tend to find focusing tools challenging and offers 
some general “pedagogical suggestions” (p. 72) followed by more specific “teaching 
suggestions for it-clefts and wh-clefts” (p. 73). Those could be used as is or adapted to 
meet the needs of the particular English learners in the teacher’s class .
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Examples of It-Cleft and What-Cleft Sentences
from News Articles

Topic: Black Lives Matter Protests in June 2020
Adams, T. (2020, June 6). “Now is the time”: London’s Black Lives Matter rally looks 

like a turning point . The Guardian. https://www .theguardian .com/us-news/2020/
jun/06/now-is-the-time-londons-black-lives-matter-rally-looks-like-a-turning-
point

When I spoke to Ayton, 29, she said they had expected 20,000 to come . The 
eventual number appeared several times greater . What was not in doubt 
was that last week had marked a new phase of momentum in a long 
campaign. “I’ve always been involved,” she said of a movement that has 
its genesis in the protest against the decision not to prosecute the killer of 
Trayvon Martin in 2013 . “To be honest anyone who is black and passionate 
is involved . But it feels like a different moment . The death of George Floyd 
and the protest has inspired many more people to speak up, black, white, 
everyone . The difference we are seeing is people are no longer prepared to be 
ignorant; they want to educate themselves.”

Ebrahimji, A . (2020, June 6) . Black Lives Matter protests aren’t just happening in 
big cities . They’re also in America’s small towns . CNN . https://www .cnn .
com/2020/06/06/us/small-town-blm-protests-trnd/index .html

“Even if it was small, it was loud, and it was powerful,” she said. “Some 
people don’t see that these things happen everywhere . It is not specifically in 
big cities where people of color are facing injustices, it’s all over America.”

Hayes, J . (2020, June 5) . The last week has left me heartbroken, but we are coming to 
a place of empathy . Hartford Courant . https://www .courant .com/opinion/insight/
hc-op-insight-jahana-hayes-george-floyd-racism-0607-20200605-5mxrgvob4vg-
fnkw3fib24y434y-story.html

What has erupted in our country is not simply a reaction to police mis-
conduct or the events of the last few weeks; it is about racial injustice . 
Centuries of oppression are playing out in the form of peaceful protests and 
angry looting . What some people are missing about the underlying causes 
of the protests is that this is not simply about police brutality . It is about 
the fact that we as a nation are not dealing honestly with the structural and 
systemic racism that persists in almost every part of our lives .

This does not mean others should feel personally defensive, guilty or shamed, 
or that only black lives matter . What it does mean is that there is a stark 
contrast in our American experiences, and we must be honest in order to 
bring about change .

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/06/now-is-the-time-londons-black-lives-matter-rally-looks-like-a-turning-point
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/06/now-is-the-time-londons-black-lives-matter-rally-looks-like-a-turning-point
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/06/now-is-the-time-londons-black-lives-matter-rally-looks-like-a-turning-point
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/06/us/small-town-blm-protests-trnd/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/06/us/small-town-blm-protests-trnd/index.html
https://www.courant.com/opinion/insight/hc-op-insight-jahana-hayes-george-floyd-racism-0607-20200605-5mxrgvob4vgfnkw3fib24y434y-story.html
https://www.courant.com/opinion/insight/hc-op-insight-jahana-hayes-george-floyd-racism-0607-20200605-5mxrgvob4vgfnkw3fib24y434y-story.html
https://www.courant.com/opinion/insight/hc-op-insight-jahana-hayes-george-floyd-racism-0607-20200605-5mxrgvob4vgfnkw3fib24y434y-story.html
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Wortham, J. (2020, June 5). A “glorious poetic rage.” The New York Times .  
https://www .nytimes .com/2020/06/05/sunday-review/black-lives-matter-pro-
tests-floyd.html

Thenjiwe McHarris, a strategist for the Movement for Black Lives, said this 
kind of documentation and distribution is unveiling the sadism that black 
Americans regularly face . “We used to do cop watch patrols, and we would 
go around in teams and document it and show the country what was happen-
ing to our people,” she told me. “Obviously, by now, we know that cameras 
don’t deter the police, but what they do show is extremely important for 
the rest of America to see.”

Rashad Robinson, the president of the civil rights organization Color of 
Change, speculated that it was the stark cruelty of the video of George 
Floyd’s death that captivated the country . The pain was palpable, the non-
chalance in Derek Chauvin’s face, chilling. “The police officer is looking into 
the camera as he’s pushing the life out of him,” Mr. Robinson said.
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Review: Unleashing the Power of Music in Grammar Education: 
The Rock-’n’-Roll Guide to Grammar and Style by Michael J. Zerbe

Kevin K. Thomas
Kevin K. Thomas, M.A. in Humanities, is a professional copywriter. He is also Associ-
ate Editor of and a contributor to the ATEG Journal. His publications have appeared 
in The Looking Glass: New Perspectives on Children’s Literature; First Opinions, 
Second Reactions; and Temenos .

In The Rock-’n’-Roll Guide to Grammar 
and Style (2019), Michael J . Zerbe intro-
duces a powerful method for descriptive 
grammar instruction . In the spirit of coun-
terculture embodied by much Rock-‘n’-
Roll and Rhythm & Blues music, Zerbe 
approaches grammar instruction on the 
basis of understanding that language is a 
social tool, the basic operations of which 
are not determined by those in power, nor 
should they be taught as if they were . He 
offers a teaching method he has developed 
for his classrooms over a period of several 
years, one that utilizes the great cultural 
and psychological power of music .

Far from prescribing text for the purpose 
of demonstrating how language ought to 
work, Zerbe analyzes song titles, describ-
ing the grammatical processes at work in 
language we already use—productively, 
emotionally, and culturally . Zerbe ana-
lyzes grammar through a library of song titles he has amassed over years for the very 
purpose of teaching his own students about grammar, analyzing parts of speech only 
through describing their appearance in complete sentences, from simple to complex . 
He explains the reasoning for this approach by stating, “grammar is learned much 
more effectively when we see it in language that we have internalized” (p. x).

Zerbe’s approach also contains a sociolinguistic element . For he notes that while he 
intends for practical reasons to focus on “the grammar that most of us would associ-
ate with work and professional situations, formal public situations,” what Baker-Bell 
(2020, p . 17) and other scholars refer to as White Mainstream English, Zerbe states, 
“English does not have one grammar; it has many” (p. xiii). Moreover, he sets the 
stage for this work by explaining that it meets the need to empower those who had 
been formerly traumatized by grammar instruction (p . xi) . Thus, while not going into 
many of the social factors that define our relation to language—the histories of race, 
gender, and class, for example—he presents language as a social tool, as something 
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we all engage in and use for practical and cultural matters, and language education as 
something which should not cause shame or alienation .

The book is presented for a broad audience beyond the classroom: the individual 
reader who might want to sharpen their grammar skills for everyday work and per-
sonal life and who might also love Rock-‘n’-Roll . However, Zerbe developed the 
instructional method conveyed in the book in his classrooms, and he credits his former 
students whom he taught in several countries—the US, Bulgaria, and India—for hav-
ing encouraged him to write the book from “what was a scattered, random collection 
of Rock-‘n’-Roll song titles” (p. viii). Accessible and well-written, the book develops 
smoothly from simple to more complex grammatical concepts through clear and con-
cise explanations . For example, Zerbe writes:

Here are some verb phrases in complete sentence song titles . All of these titles 
are simple sentences even though the verb is a phrase rather than a single 
word: 

“The revolution will not be televised.”   Gil Scott-Heron (1970) 
                 S 

   Verb phrase

The verb is a four-word phrase, “will not be televised.” (Zerbe, 2019, p. 16)

In addition to these clear explanations of the grammatical operations at work in song 
titles, Zerbe adds brief, practical commentaries as needed . For example, while present-
ing the song title “Ohio” as an example of a proper noun, Zerbe also explains another 
grammatical concept, the ampersand, at work in the name of the band who wrote it: 

“Ohio”   Crosby, Stills, Nash, & Young (1970)

The “&” symbol is called an ampersand . It’s typically not used in more 
formal situations. Except for names of laws firms like Denison, Rusniak, & 
Hooker . (Zerbe, 2019, p . 5)

By borrowing from the medium of music, Zerbe has discovered a powerful tool for 
grammar education . What better way is there to activate one’s knowledge of lan-
guage, tapping into a textual fabric that reaches well beyond the words on the page? 
As the reader scans the song titles presented in the book, various melodies awaken 
in the mind . Medical studies have demonstrated the power of music for memory, for 
example, even activating memory in those diagnosed with dementia or Alzheimer’s 
(Witzke, Rhone, Backhaus, & Shaver, 2008, pp . 45-52) . In the case of Zerbe’s method, 
that power is wielded for invoking one’s internalized library of language . The devel-
opment of Zerbe’s method is an important achievement not only because one need not 
be comfortable with the written language to be familiar with the medium of instruction 
and feel included, but also because song titles serve as an invaluable key to piquing 
students’ interests and holding their attention . Thus, the method has the potential to 
engage the student of grammar with the subject matter, so long as the student finds 
titles with which they are familiar .
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While Zerbe does not limit the book to music from the genre of Rock’-n’-Roll, and the 
songs he presents span several decades—ranging, for example, from Fats Domino and 
Ray Charles in the 1950s to Ke$ha and Taylor Swift in the 2010s—any given example 
or group of examples risk being unfamiliar to the reader . Being so squarely grounded 
in cultural context and written for an individual reader, the book can seem less suit-
able for work inside the classroom . And while it is common to suggest we ought not 
“judge a book by its cover,” people often do, and this one apparently only presents 
white people on the cover; though, it does represent a woman as the lead singer of a 
band on stage . 

However, it is the methodological framework, rather than the individual songs, after 
all, that is most powerful here . Thus, the text lends itself for use as a model for devel-
oping similar lessons based on music from other genres and in other languages and for 
studying other languages, including Black Language . Orienting grammar instruction 
to students’ preferred music can be one more way teachers can adjust their instruction 
to meet the particular needs of their student populations .

By using music to teach grammar in his own classrooms, Zerbe developed an import-
ant method for grammar education, and The Rock-’n’-Roll Guide to Grammar and 
Style serves to make that method widely available . The book is embedded with years 
of Zerbe’s personal time and effort, accumulating the great library of examples from 
which he drew for this book and inventing the process by which they would be pre-
sented and analyzed . A clear lover of culture, language, and music, who will likely 
introduce the reader to many lesser known artists presented in the book, Zerbe reminds 
the reader that it is we who make language, and that we ought to have access to edu-
cation of language as we use it . Grammar does not originate from on-high, but from 
below, by creative artists, poets, musicians, and the common citizens practicing it and 
contributing to its development every day . But possibly the book’s most valuable con-
tribution is that in it Zerbe establishes the baseline for a method with incredible poten-
tial, one which can be further developed, perhaps in a collaborative manner amongst 
other grammar instructors and researchers .
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