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Messages from ATEG Presidents 

Sean Ruday, Co-President 

I am thrilled by the positive momentum ATEG has gathered in recent 

years. From last year's energetic conference, to our well-attended NCTE 

session, to the truly impressive quality and quantity of proposals we 

received for the 2016 conference, to our active Facebook community, the 

signs of ATEG's progress are undeniable. Thank you for being part of our 

ATEG family; it's truly a thrill for me to be involved in such an exciting 

organization. Our recent conferences and NCTE meetings have merged 

familiar faces with new ones, and I couldn't be more pleased by all of the 

wonderful minds coming in the name of effective grammar instruction. 

Sherry Saylors, Co-President 

These are exciting times for grammar teachers! We are being given 

more freedom to teach our subject in a wide variety of school settings, and 

we are also being sought out as experts by leaders in business, government, 

and even education.  At our conference August 4-5, in Charlottesville 

Virginia, we will have 22 presentations! The topics range from instructional 

approaches to teaching grammar at all levels to philosophical discussions 

concerning the reasons why we teach the subject in a particular way. We 

will also be learning about language variation and forums such as the 

Writing Center which unite diverse populations in a study of language.   

ATEG’s unique style of having all presentations heard by the whole 

group allows wonderful sharing of ideas; a method useful in high school 

might work just as well in elementary school or college.  We will also have 

a great deal of fun talking shop over meals and a field trip to the home of 

one of the great lovers of language, Thomas Jefferson. 

I feel blest to be part of such a vibrant and caring organization. Welcome 

to Charlottesville! It promises to be the best ATEG conference yet. 
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We Contain Multitudes! 

Reaching All Students with Grammar Instruction  

Welcome to the Twenty-Seventh Annual ATEG Conference  

Zehmer Hall  University of Virginia  Charlottesville, VA 

August 4 and 5, 2016 

In “Song of Myself,” Walt Whitman boldly states, “I contain 

multitudes.” This year, ATEG makes a similar assertion: our 27th 

conference celebrates strategies, methods, and ideas related to 

effective grammar instruction—especially when that instruction is 

used to make grammar accessible, relevant, and engaging to all 

students. This year’s conference will focus on grammar instruction 

designed to reach the diverse array of students teachers serve.  

Innovative grammar instruction can do more than help students 

avoid errors—it can introduce them to the many possibilities and 

varieties of language. We welcome you to Charlottesville and the 

University of Virginia as we share ideas and celebrate the many forms 

of effective grammar instruction—and the many types of student 

success it can create. 

Sean Ruday and Sherry Saylors 

Co-Presidents 
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The First “Proceedings” Issue of the ATEG Journal 

Last year, I issued a call to all presenters at the 2015 Conference to 

produce a summary of their presentations so that we could have a permanent 

record of the conference rather than mere ephemeral memories. This issue 

is a result of the 100% response to that call for paper summaries, thereby 

insuring that the academic content of our conference will be preserved as a 

permanent ATEG document.  

But a “proceedings” issue is important not just so the world can continue 

to note and long remember what we said at Prince George’s Community 

College in Largo, MD on July 24 and 25, 2015. In order for ATEG to grow 

and prosper and continue to make a positive impact on the literacy of our 

students, we must do more than “reach all students with grammar 

instruction.” In order to truly “contain multitudes,” we must also 

demonstrate the strength and vibrancy of our organization, a goal that this 

and subsequent “proceedings” issues will help achieve. Therefore, I repeat 

what I said to the 2015 Conference presenters:  

“I ask EVERY PRESENTER—no, I plead and beg with you, order and 

entreat you, command you, petition you, appeal and even pray to you—

to submit a 500 to 1,000 word summary of your presentation as an MS 

Word document (no PDF or PowerPoint files) in MLA format. Please 

submit your summaries no later than December 1, the end of the fall 

semester (no excuses—plenty of time!). Or as my mother used to say, 

“Pretty please with sugar on it!  ” 

Have a great conference! 

 

Geoffrey Layton, Editor 

Geoffrey.Layton-1@ou.edu 
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 1+1=1 Sentence Combining Made Easy 

John Atella, Instructor for English as a Second Language 

Duluth Adult Learning Center 

Teaching sentence needs to focus on helping students understand how 

language works without grammatical terminology.  Mastering sentence combining 

requires understanding of how language works; it also requires practice and 

repeated application into meaningful contexts.  ..  These formulas are not intended 

to be the sole focus of any writing or speaking course; indeed, a good writing 

course will focus on a variety of goals of which sentence combining is one. These 

formulas should be practiced not only in exercise format but also in paragraph and 

essay format as well.   

Clausal Pairs 

1+1=1 This formula combines two independent clauses with a comma and 

coordinating conjunction (and, or, for, nor, yet, so, but). Ex:  The man ate the 

cake, and the woman ate the pie.  

1;1 = 1 This formula combines two independent clauses with a semi-colon. Ex:  

The man ate the cake; the woman ate the pie. 

1(+)1=1 This formula combines two independent clauses with a semi-colon, 

adverbial conjunctions, and a comma between them. Ex:  The man ate the 

cake; however, the woman ate the pie. 

Here are some high frequency adverbial conjunctions that can be used with this 

kind of sentence: 

Consequently However On the other hand Subsequently 

For Example Meanwhile Otherwise Then 

Furthermore Moreover Therefore Hence 

Nevertheless Similarly   

1+ ½=1  &   ½+1=1  Here subordinating conjunctions that can be used with these 

sentences types: 

after as long as before if only  

although as though* even if In order  

as as much even though now that  
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as if because if rather than while 

since so that than* that*  

then though till unless  

until when(ever) where(ever) whether  

Note:  Words with a “*” after them cannot be used at the beginning of a sentence. 

1+½=1 This formula combines an independent clause followed by a dependent 

clause. Ex:  The man ate the cake after the woman ate the pie. 

½+1=1 This formula combines a dependent clause followed by an independent 

clause. Ex:  After the woman ate the pie, the man ate the cake. 

1(1/2)=1 This formula shows how to use a subordinating clause as an interjection 

in the middle of a sentence. Ex:  The man, after he went home, ate his dinner. 

1(1/2AD)=1 A sentence with a ½ that is considered additional information at the 

end of the sentence. Ex:  The idea is crazy, if you like that kind of thing.  

11ID=1; 1(1AD)=1; 11ID=1;1(1AD) =1  Here are all the words that can be used 

with these kinds of sentences: who, whose, whom, that, why, what, which. 

11ID=1 This formula combines an independent clause with a nonrestrictive 

relative clause which is in the middle of the sentence. Ex:  The man who has 

a red hat ate the cake. 

1(1AD)=1  This formula combines an independent clause with a restrictive relative 

clause which is in the middle of a sentence. Ex:  The man, who has a red hat, 

ate the cake. 

11ID=1 This formula combines an independent clause with a NRRC in which the 

NRRC is embedded at the end of the sentence. Ex: The man ate the cake 

which I baked. 

1(1AD)=1 This formula combines an independent clause with a RRC in which the 

RRC is at the end of the sentence. Ex:  The man ate the cake, which I baked. 

Initial Phrases 

There seems to be confusion about when to use a comma when a clause is preceded 

with a phrase.  Below are different types of situations and rules for when to/when 

not to use a comma. 
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p1=1 A short phrase followed by a simple sentence. Ex:  In the barn you will see 

a cow. 

P+1=1 A long phrase followed by a comma followed by a simple sentence.Ex:  On 

top of the red airplane, there is a small bird. 

pp+1=1 Two short phrases followed by a comma followed by a simple sentence. 

Ex:  In the barn on the 2nd floor, there is a lost kitten. 

p+1=1 A short phrase that needs a comma between it and the independent clause 

for one of the following reasons: 1) to avoid confusion between words that 

could be compound words, 2) because it is introductory. Ex #1:  On the moon, 

rocks are less affected by gravity. Ex #2:  Firstly, rocks are less affected by 

gravity on the moon. 

Pp+1=1 A long phrase followed by a short phrase followed by a sentence. Ex:  In 

the big bright red barn behind the house, you will find the sick cow. 

PP+1=1 Two long phrases followed by a sentence. Ex:  On very long race last year 

in the middle of January, the winner struggled. 

Internal and Final Phrases 

These two examples of an internal and a final phrase show when to use commas. 

In both of these situations, the information is additional information.  If it is 

essential information, there should not be any commas around it. 

1pID=1 A sentence with an internal phrase (long or short) where the information 

is identifying or important. Ex:  The man with the long white beard is my dad. 

1(pAD)=1 A sentence with an internal descriptive phrase (long or short) where the 

phrase is additional information. Ex: The dress, with its long and white train, 

was beautiful. 

1pID=1 A sentence with a phrase at the end of a sentence where the phrase is 

identifying or important. Ex:  I built the boat at the end of the dock. 

1(pAD)=1 A sentence with a phrase at the end where the phrase is additional 

information. Ex:  The students read the book, the thick and heavy one.  
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The Dash 

1- - There is a comment in the middle of the sentence that adds style and non-

essential information to the sentence. It is most often used as a way for the 

author to make an informal comment.  This type is surrounded by dashes. Ex:  

The best thing you – or anyone  – can do is to just wait. 

1_ There is a comment at the end of the sentence that adds style and non-essential 

information to the sentence.  A dash immediately precedes the end comment. 

Ex:  The best thing you can do is to just wait – no matter what happens. 

Interjections (i) Using Adverbial Conjunctions 

i)1=1 In this situation, an interjection word begins a sentence. Ex:  However, I will 

not go. 

1(i)=1 In this situation, an interjection word (adverbial conjunction) is in the 

beginning or middle of a sentence. Ex:  I, however, will not go.  

Clausal Groups 

1+1(½+1)=1 An independent clause followed by the clausal pairing of a dependent 

clause and independent clause.  In this situation, there should be a coordinating 

conjunction followed immediately by a subordinating conjunction before the 

½ begins. Ex:  The man ate the cake, but before he finished, she ate the pie. 

1+1(1+½)=1 An independent clause followed by the clausal pairing of an 

independent clause and then dependent clause. Ex: The man ate the cake, but 

the woman ate the pie because she likes pie more 

1(1+1/2)+1=1  A clausal pairing of an independent clause and a dependent clause 

followed by an independent clause.  Ex:  The man ate the cake because it was 

good, but she ate the pie. 

1(½ +1)+1=1 A clausal pairing of a dependent clause and an independent clause 

followed by an independent clause. Ex:  Because it was good, he ate the cake, 

and she ate the pie. 

½+1+½=1 A clausal group of a dependent clause followed by a comma before an 

independent clause and a final dependent clause. Ex:  After he ate the cake, he 

drank some water because he was thirsty. 

11 ID1 ID=1 This formula has an independent clause in a multi-clausal group that 

has two nonrestrictive relative clauses – one that is in the middle of the 
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sentence 1ID and one at the end 1ID. Ex:  The man who is on the boat is my 

brother who works in New York. 

1(1 AD)(1 AD)=1  This formula has an independent clause in a multi-clausal group 

that has two restrictive relative clauses – one in the middle of the sentence 

(iAD) and one at the end (1AD). Ex:  My car, which my dad gave to me, was 

fixed with this part, which only cost $5.00. 

½(½+½)+1=1  Two dependent clauses separated by a coordinating conjunction 

with a comma followed by a comma and an independent clause. Ex:  After we 

left but before the store closed, the power went off. 

1+½+½=1 An independent clause followed by two dependent clauses separated by 

a coordinating conjunction. Ex:  I went to the store before it closed but after 

the power went off. 

1+½½=1 An independent clause followed by two dependent clauses. Ex: The 

electrician went to the store after the power went off because he needed to fix 

it. 

Clausal groups that use 2+ noun clauses in a list format 

1:1;1=1 This formula starts with a independent clause followed by a colon then 

two noun clauses. Ex:  They ate two things:  he ate the cake; she ate the pie. 

1:1;1;1=1 This formula starts with an independent clause followed by a colon and 

three noun clauses.  Note:  the conjunction between the second and third noun 

clauses is optional. Ex:  The US government has three branches:  the legislative 

makes laws; the executive enforces the laws; and the judicial branch makes 

sure the laws do not violate the constitution. 

Similarities and Differences to 1 + 1 = 1 

These formulas represents when not to use a comma because although a 

coordinating conjunction is used, it only separates two objects – whether they be 

words (w), phrases (p) or clauses (c).  The point of this formula is to help students 

understand situations where phrases and clauses do not need a comma between 

them.  The idea behind these formulas is actually to teach when not to use a comma 

as in this example: “I like to eat apples and oranges.” 

1:w+w=1 An independent clause ending with a colon before introducing two 

words. Ex: I have two brothers:  Bill and Ben. 
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1p+p=1 An independent clause followed by two phrases. Ex: I want to buy the 

little cute puppy and the colorful bird. 

1:p+p=1 An independent clause followed by a colon and two phrases. Ex:  I have 

two brothers:  Bob the fireman and Jim the doctor. 

p+p1=1 Two phrases followed by an independent clause. Ex:  In the late summer 

and in early fall, the days are sunny and warm. 

1pp+p=1 A sentence with three phrases at the end. Ex: The man went to the store 

north of the bank, south of the police station, and across the street from the gas 

station. 

1c+c=1 An independent clause followed by two noun clauses separated by a 

coordinating conjunction. Ex #1:  The man said Mary was coming and Beth 

wasn’t. Ex #2: I want you to know that school is canceled tomorrow and it will 

be rescheduled for Saturday. 

1cc+c=1 A sentence with an independent clause and three noun clauses. Ex: He 

said Mary was coming, Beth wasn’t, and Susan was undecided. 

1:c+c=1 An independent clause followed by a colon and two noun clauses. In this 

situation each noun clause functions as an object and does not need a comma 

before the “and” or other conjunction. Ex: I have two brothers: Tom lives in 

NY and Tim lives in LA. 

1:c+p=1 An independent clause followed by a colon,  clause, and a phrase. Ex:  I 

have two pets: my dog is my favorite and a cat. 

1:w+p=1 An independent clause followed by a colon, a word, and a phrase. Ex:  I 

have two types of pets: cats and large dogs. 

Things we shouldn’t often write because they are used as a stylistic way of 

showing a high level of stress/emphasis: 

+1=1 But I can’t go. 

+)1=1 But, I can’t go. 

i)1=1 However, I can’t go. 

Examples of a few common errors in writing: 

1,1≠1 The man went home, the woman went out. (comma splice) 

11≠1 The man went home the woman went out.   (run on) 

½(+)1≠1 After I got home; however, I went to the store.  (fragment) 
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½+½≠1 Because the store was open and because the door was closed. (fragment) 

1(+)½≠1 The student went to the store; however, because he went. (fragment) 

½≠1 Because he went.   (fragment) 

P≠1 The big cat.  (fragment) 
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Encountering Challenges, Achieving Success: 

Preparing Pre-Service Teachers to Provide Grammar Instruction 

to the Next Generation 

April M. Burke, Assistant Professor, Central Michigan University 

In recent decades, the demographics in US schools have changed dramatically; 

for example, the nation’s emergent bilingual or English language learner public 

school population has grown from 8.7 percent or approximately 4.1 million 

students during the 2002-03 school year to 9.2 percent or approximately 4.4 

million students during the 2012-13 school year (nces.ed.gov). At the same time, 

federal and state mandates have been implemented which require teachers to help 

their students meet new standards. Many aspiring teachers will be asked to teach 

grammatical concepts and implement teaching methodologies that they themselves 

did not experience as K-12 students (Ford and Davis 35). This poses new 

challenges for college and university instructors who are charged with preparing 

pre-service teachers to teach grammar to diverse student populations. In this paper, 

I provide directions for and discuss two assignments I created which require pre-

service teachers analyze emergent bilingual writing samples. 

 As an instructor of a methods course for pre-service teachers, my primary 

challenge can be summarized as a question: In a pedagogical grammar course, how 

does one meet the varied needs of pre-service teachers who have an array of both 

grammatical and pedagogical skills, as well as diverse teaching interests? To meet 

this challenge, I provide differentiated instruction in (1) the fundamentals of 

English grammar and (2) best practices for teaching English grammar in every 

grade, K-12. In addition, my students and I have found that our required course 

readings are excellent sources for learning about the best practices for teaching 

English grammar: Teaching Grammar: What Really Works by Amy Benjamin and 

Joan Berger; Common Core Literacy Lesson Plans: 9-12 by Lauren Davis; The 

Common Core Grammar Toolkit: Using Mentor Texts to Teach the Language 

Standards in Grades 3-5 and the version for grades 6-8 by Sean Ruday; 

Understanding English Grammar by Martha Kolln and Robert Funk; and Code-



THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2016, VOL 25, NO. 1 

9 

Switching Lessons: Grammar Strategies for Linguistically Diverse Writers Grade 

3-6 by Rebecca Wheeler and Rachel Swords (see Works Cited). 

Emergent Bilingual Authentic Text Assignments 

 For my pedagogical grammar course, I developed many assignments which 

require pre-service teachers to explain and demonstrate appropriate teaching 

techniques for diverse student populations. The purpose of the following two 

assignments is to provide pre-service teachers with exposure to both the strengths 

and challenges of high-school emergent bilingual writers, as well as the 

opportunity to analyze student writing samples and think creatively about how they 

might implement the teaching strategies recommended by the authors of our course 

books. Both assignments require the students to explain how they would teach a 

grammatical concept by making connections to the sources (books, websites, 

handouts, etc.) that we discuss in class. 

The required materials for these assignments are authentic emergent bilingual 

writing samples. I acquired samples from a high school teacher who removed the 

students’ names and acquired permission from the students to use their work for 

educational purposes. 

Small Group, In-class Activity 

 Step 1. Refer to the four tests you can use to help students to recognize 

(declarative) sentences recommended by Benjamin and Berger on pages 6-7: 

the “Guess What?” test, the “Sentence Thud” test, the “Yes-or-No Question” 

test, and the “Who or What? What About It?” test. 

 Step 2. Read the student writing sample, written by a male, freshman first-

language-Arabic speaker with beginner level English proficiency. 

 Step 3. Work with your group members to answer the following questions: 

1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the student’s text? 

2. How would you teach this learner to recognize complete sentences? 

Homework Assignment 

 Step 1. Read the student writing sample, written by a female, first-language-

Thai speaker with advanced intermediate level English proficiency.  
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 Step 2. Imagine that you teach a sophomore English class and a student in your 

class wrote this essay. Answer the following questions in a 2-3 page, double-

spaced essay: 

1. What are the strengths and weaknesses following student text? 

2. How would you teach this learner to use commas and coordinating 

conjunctions to join independent clauses? 

Note that both assignments can be modified by changing the sample student 

texts or the grammatical skill(s). For example, for either assignment, the instructor 

could complete the following directions with a different grammatical skill: How 

would you teach this learner to…?  

Discussion 

The discussed assignments benefit pre-service teachers in several ways. First, 

the pre-service teachers learn to recognize that K-12 students who are learning an 

additional language (in this case, English) are not deficient; rather, these students 

have many strengths (García). I have been impressed with the long list of strengths 

my students generate in response to these assignments, which suggests that if pre-

service teachers are given adequate guidance and time to reflect, analyze, 

collectively discuss writing samples written by linguistically diverse student 

populations, they can develop a keen sensitivity to the strengths these writers 

possess. 

These exercises also help pre-service teachers develop cultural competency by 

exposing them to the experiences of children from communities that differ from 

their own. I also find that these assignments nicely complement the readings and 

videos we discuss in class about understanding, welcoming, and learning from 

language variation in our future K-12 classrooms. 

Conclusion 

Learning to teach pedagogical grammar has been challenging, but also 

rewarding. I have found that pre-service teachers benefit greatly from assignments 

which require them to collectively analyze texts written by K-12 emergent 

bilinguals and students with dialects that differ from their own. Moreover, my 

students say they find these exercises to be beneficial; on an anonymous class 

survey, one of my students wrote the following positive feedback: 
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I appreciate that in many of the preparation and participation assignments and 

the quiz we are asked to describe how we would communicate a given concept to 

students, not just defining the concept. I feel like I walk out of class with renewed 

inspiration for teaching and look forward to implementing many of these strategies 

in my own classroom. 

This comment was particularly rewarding because one of my goals as an 

instructor is to develop meaningful assignments that simulate the experiences of 

teachers in the field and inspire future educators. 
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The History of English as a Tool for Teaching Grammar 

Nathan Henton, Assistant Professor, Harding University 

I currently teach ENG 322 Systems of English Grammar at Harding 

University. Originally designed to educate English majors seeking teaching 

licensure on the basics of English grammar, the course now draws students from 

across the university. As a response to my students’ lack of prior education in the 

subject and to their anxiety about what they didn’t already know about formal 

English grammar, and to the success I have had, this presentation proposed that 

teachers of English grammar should consider incorporating material on the origins 

and history of English into their teaching because the material adds context to the 

grammatical discussion and helps students cope with the more challenging aspects 

of standard edited U.S. English.  

Adding content on the history of English fits with Hillocks’s concept of the 

“frame experiment” (Teaching Writing as Reflective Practice 32). Further, it adds 

a narrative element to the class, thereby making the class more appealing— or, at 

least, less dreadful. The content provides my students with a “why” on the 

language that helps them assimilate the grammatical content of the course and 

connect that material with their prior knowledge. Finally, adding an overview of 

how English happened gives them objective grounds for their suspicions and 

relieves their anxieties about their perceived deficiencies in English grammar: a 

language that came about the way English did will at times be difficult and strange 

no matter the skill, knowledge, or experience of the user.  

There is a long, albeit spotty, pedagogical trail that supports this teaching 

method. In English, the 1928 report to NCTE by the Committee on English 

Language Training for Teachers, Jean Malmstrom’s 1977 Understanding 

Language: A Primer for the Language Arts Teacher, Kevin McCarthy’s 1978 “The 

Application of Linguistics in the Classroom,” and Suzette Haden Elgin’s 1980 

Never Mind the Trees: What an English Teacher Really Needs to Know about 

Linguistics all recommended that preparation of English teachers include, 

recommend, or argue for teaching the history of English.  
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Foreign language instruction also supports the inclusion of historical matter in 

language classes. Roland Wolff makes the case for including language history in 

the teaching of German in his 1993 article “The History of the Language as an 

Instructional Aid.” Charles Hall, emeritus professor German and linguistics and 

for whom the original version of this paper was written, once mentioned to me in 

passing that he also used to include information on the history of German when he 

taught that language. Deborah L. Arteaga and Julia Herschensohn provide even 

stronger validation for the inclusion of history in grammar teaching in their 1995 

article “Using Diachronic Linguistics in the Language Classroom” on the teaching 

of French. The article explains a research study they conducted that found a strong 

link between learning the history of a language and mastering that language. 

The current iteration of my lesson is to have the students read the first four 

chapters of Bill Bryson’s The Mother Tongue: English and How It Got That Way 

and the first chapter of Jack Lynch’s The Lexicographer’s Dilemma. When next 

the students come to the third class meeting, we take a quiz on the reading (or 

don’t) and I open the floor comments or questions about the reading. After a few 

moments of processing aloud, I transition to a PowerPoint I made of what I 

consider the most significant dates and events in the history of English (e.g.: the 

major invasions, Johnson’s dictionary, the birth of structural linguistics, and so 

on). The PowerPoint also contains definitions of and perspectives on grammar and 

grammar teaching. Concluded that presentation, we enter the semester’s work of 

examining English grammar. I continue to add historical details as needed over the 

rest of the semester. Most students respond positively to the discussion and lecture, 

even with a significant out-of-class reading component. Discussion also tends to 

be lively and focused, a bit unusual for early in the semester. A brief survey I 

conducted of eleven former students via Facebook and Twitter in December 2013 

provided positive, highly specific reactions to the content.  

Knowing the history of English in a grammar class provides context to the 

language.  The context then provides a bridge by which students can move from 

parroting rules to understanding the rules. 
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Altering the View towards Grammar and Its Instruction  

Ashlyn Kemp, Class of 2016, Longwood University 

As soon as a classroom teacher begins to speak about the topic of grammar, at 

least two things immediately occur. First, there is a collective audible groan from 

the students, and second, a whole list of negative aspects and memories begin to 

flood their minds revolving around this topic. Most often, even the teacher shares 

in this instant (loathing) towards the topic of grammar. But why is this? What 

terrible string of events has caused grammar to become the most disliked school 

subject for both students and the teachers who are paid to teach this subject? 

 As a college Junior at Longwood University, I was asked by one of my 

Linguistics professors to complete a semester-long research project based on some 

aspect of our overall topic. Like any required research project, it started off as 

something to get done as quickly as possible. However, once prompted by my 

grammar professor, it became much more involved because the topic I chose to 

focus on for this research project was that of grammar. And since college-aged 

students were the only group of individuals we really had access to, they became 

was my focus. My hypothesis was based on a set of assumptions about different 

types of majors that students are able to pursue. My presumed belief was that 

students who were pursuing an Education or English related major, or minor, 

would be better equipped to locate and identify common grammatical errors within 

a pre-made set of sentences.  

I collected my data through the free use of SurveyMonkey, and I was able to 

collect data from 100 current college students. Yet since I could only interview a 

small number of participants, the number wasn’t large enough to prove or disprove 

my hypothesis. In fact, even though I had many Liberal Studies (Education) majors 

take my survey, only two participants were English majors, and the remainder was 

a very unbalanced number of a vast variety of other majors. My numbers simply 

weren’t significant enough to determine anything in relation to my hypothesis. 

Incidentally, from my survey, there was some almost universal factor that I 

discovered that altered my entire view on the project. 
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What I did find was that of the 100 students I surveyed, almost every single 

participant all had an incredibly similar opinion about the topic of grammar, which 

was something that I had initially set out to measure in my research only an 

afterthought. The opinion that everyone had of grammar was an almost palpable 

hatred towards the subject. The only positive opinions came from a small handful 

of participants, who went on to explain that they either had one incredible grammar 

teacher when they were very young, or that one of their parents was an English 

professor, and so they understood the topic well enough to succeed with the 

subject. Besides that small, select group, there was a strong dislike towards the 

subject that rippled throughout the remainder of the participants. 

After discovering this, I realized that teachers everywhere must take giant 

steps to change this terrible outlook on grammar and the very first way to do this 

is to change their own outlook first. So often I have heard teachers openly admit 

to their students about their dislike towards teaching grammar, or they skip over 

its instruction entirely. It is so important that teachers approach grammar and its 

instruction in a positive way. It is our job to promote and encourage learning for 

our students, and this cannot be done if we have a negative approach to it from the 

very beginning. This is our first step towards better grammar instruction. We can 

study and research all the best possible ways to teach it to our students, but if we 

begin with a negative attitude towards it, then we have lost them before we even 

begin. 
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Grammar Poetry: Teaching Grammar through Poetry 

Helene Krauthamer, Professor, University of the District of Columbia 

As soon Ask a class of students how many of them write poetry, and chances 

are more than a third of the class will raise their hands. Ask the class how many of 

them feel confident of their knowledge of grammar, and chances are not a single 

hand will rise.  Those of us who are privileged to teach grammar  to English majors 

probably recognize that the study of grammar frightens and intimidates those who 

are most likely the next generation to teach it to others. One way to overcome this 

fear is to approach the subject of grammar through a friendlier field, namely poetry.  

Illustrating grammatical concepts through poetry grew out of one of the 

exercises in Understanding English Grammar by Martha Kolln and Robert Funk: 

to make a cinquain out of adverbials.  Using Blackboard, I gave the assignment as 

a Discussion Board activity, with the following directions: 

1. Write a cinquain using the following types of adverbials for each line: 

Title your poem {Sitting by the computer on a snowy evening} 

a. one word or one syllable adverb {There} 

b. two word or two syllable  verb phrase {to learn} 

c. three word or three syllable prepositional phrase {from the heart} 

d. four word or four syllable participle phrase {gimbling [a word 

invented in this class] so strong} 

e. five word or syllable dependent clause {while we beat so weak.} 

Surely you can do better than {this}! Make sure that every line is an adverbial 

and follows the above grammatical forms. 

Post your cinquains in this forum, and comment on the cinquains of at least 

two others. 

This exercise, when given to my Advanced Grammar class of English majors, 

sparked a flurry of creativity, resulting in poems such as the following: 

Now 

Briskly 

In the dark 

Before it snows 
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To buy food and drink 

*Written in line at the grocery store because I had plenty of time.  (Author: 

Elizabeth Early – reproduced with permission) 

Comments were equally impressive, such as the following (written about 

another posting): 

Now, in regards to Dr. Krauthamer's question, I dare say that "filled with 

drama" is an adjectival since it says something about the "past shows" rather than 

say something about the action "see".  

If you had added "which" to the last sentence, it would have turned it into a 

dependent clause. As a result, "which" would serve as a complement to "filled with 

drama.”  (Author: Camila Fraiz – reproduced with permission) 

This particular forum was the most popular of all, with more postings and 

participants than any of the four others, though worth the same points.  It simply 

was fun as well as challenging in that students were tasked to determine whether 

all their lines were true adverbials. As seen in the above illustration, the Discussion 

Board activity gave students the opportunity to use grammatical terminology 

fluently. 

Others have used similar activities in teaching English to foreign students, such 

as described by Hussein. Similar to the exercise provided in Kolln and Funk, 

Hussein’s activity is as follows: 

Pattern 

Line 1 : Noun 

Line 2 : Same noun + is or are + adjective 

Line 3 : Same noun + is or are + adjective1, adjective 2 

Line 4 : Is or are + adjective 1, adjective 2, adjective 3 

Line 5 : Adjective 1, adjective 2, adjective 3, adjective 4 

Line 6 : New related noun/ 

The following is an example of an adjective poem written and revised by a 

student:  

Coffee 

Coffee is bitter 

Coffee is bitter, marvelous 
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Is bitter, marvelous, satisfying, 

Bitter, marvelous, satisfying, splendid. 

Coffee Bean 

(Nur Asma Hussain, 18) 

Exercises such as these are easy to develop and fun for students to do, particularly 

if the students are excited about poetry.  

Another activity is for students to search for poems with the theme of 

“grammar,” not difficult to find on the Internet. Here is one excellent example of 

a villanelle with this theme: 

The Grammar Lesson 

by Steve Kowit 

A noun's a thing. A verb's the thing it does. 

An adjective is what describes the noun. 

In "The can of beets is filled with purple fuzz" 

of and with are prepositions. The's 

an article, a can's a noun, 

a noun's a thing. A verb's the thing it does. 

A can can roll - or not. What isn't was 

or might be, might meaning not yet known. 

"Our can of beets is filled with purple fuzz" 

is present tense. While words like our and us 

are pronouns - i.e. it is moldy, they are icky brown. 

A noun's a thing; a verb's the thing it does. 

Is is a helping verb. It helps because 

filled isn't a full verb. Can's what our owns 

in "Our can of beets is filled with purple fuzz." 

See? There's almost nothing to it. Just 

memorize these rules...or write them down! 

A noun's a thing, a verb's the thing it does. 

The can of beets is filled with purple fuzz. 
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Finally, students can be challenged to compose their own “grammar” poems, 

where the poems themselves convey grammatical concepts. Here are some 

examples of my own (Krauthamer): 

Grammar Poem #1 

I 

rise, 

lifted 

by a passive  

participle. 

Grammar Poem #2 

Dangling 

at the start 

of my troubled sentence, 

I gaze back helplessly 

at my  participle 

In sum, students can more easily approach grammar principles through the use of 

poetry, either by following formulas to construct poetic forms using grammatical 

terms, by searching for poems with grammar as their theme or by composing 

poems that display grammatical concepts. 
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Sentence Equations for Punctuation 

Katherine Lashley, Adjunct Instructor, Towson University 

 For English teachers, teaching grammar can be fun, and many of us enjoy it. 

Yet many students view these lessons as a punishment. How can we teach 

punctuation so students do not view it as a punishment? How can we teach 

punctuation so that students will actually learn some grammar and understand how 

it is used? There are many different ways to teach grammar from using charts to 

games. What have worked for me are sentence equations. Instead of teaching all 

of the rules of punctuation, I hit the highlights, which are only a few rules. I 

simplify the terminology as well. Instead of using the terms dependent, 

independent, and clausal phrase, I emphasize the difference between a phrase—an 

incomplete sentence—and a complete sentence. I reiterate that a complete sentence 

can have a period put at the end and it will be grammatically correct. From there, 

I teach three comma lessons: the series, after an introductory phrase, and between 

two complete sentences (independent clauses) with a conjunction.  

  Introductory phrase , sentence. 

  Sentence , conjunction sentence.  

To emphasize the correct usage of the comma with the conjunction, I teach my 

students that each part on both sides of the comma needs to be a complete sentence. 

We can put a period where the comma is, and we should have two complete 

sentences. If the second part of the sentence is not a complete sentence, then most 

likely the comma and the conjunction are ungrammatical. As my students complete 

practice sentences, I ask them why they would or would not use a comma with a 

coordinating conjunction. My students must move beyond the simple and incorrect 

reasons of “it sounds good” or “I paused there.” Students must answer if the two 

phrases are complete sentences, or if one is not a complete sentence. Through 

teaching the coordinating conjunction in this way, students learn the correct use 

and the reason why it works  

For the semi-colon, students can remove the comma and conjunction and 

replace it with a semi-colon. Both phrases before and after the semi-colon must be 

complete sentences. This is also where I show them how to use the transitional 

word, such as some of their favorites: therefore, nevertheless, however.  
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  Sentence ; sentence. 

  Sentence ; transitional word, sentence.  

 For the colon, the phrase before the colon must be a complete sentence, then 

the colon can lead into a quotation, a list, or a description. 

  Sentence : quotation. 

  Sentence : list. 

  Sentence : description or definition.  

 I also use this same technique in teaching the em-dash. I save this for last, 

after I have already taught the comma, semi-colon, and colon, because the em-dash 

is not used as much. The first use of the em-dash includes the structure similar to 

what we used for the colon and semi-colon: the first part must be a complete 

sentence, then the part after the em-dash can be a phrase that is a description or 

definition. I also leave this until last since one of the uses of the em-dash interrupts 

the sentence, which means that writing and explaining the rule is not as clear as it 

has been with the comma, semi-colon, and colon. For the interjection in the middle 

of the sentence, it does not have to be a complete sentence and that in reading the 

sentence, we can actually remove it—we can read the sentence without reading the 

words surrounded by the em-dashes, and if the rest of the sentence is 

grammatically correct, then most likely the phrase surrounded in dashes works. I 

also point out that the em-dash draws more attention to itself on the page, which 

makes it more dramatic. Therefore, if the content calls for extra flare, then the 

student can use the em-dash; otherwise, they should find another piece of 

punctuation to use.  

  Sentence — definition or description. 

  First part of the sentence — interjection — rest of the sentence. 

  Noun phrase — interjection — verb phrase.  

 When teaching these grammar rules, I use a combination of teaching 

methods. I have a PowerPoint that shows the rules and provides examples. The 

PowerPoint is great for the initial lesson of punctuation. While I go through the 

slides, I also write the rules on the dry-erase board, because students then get a 

better sense of the rule when it is written by hand, especially since many of them 

take their notes by hand. While the typed rules of “Sentence ; sentence” are very 

clean and clear, I believe it helps to see it written out. As I write the word 
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“sentence” on the board, I remind students that we can put a period after it since it 

is a complete sentence. Then I say that we want to combine it with the next 

sentence because both sentences are rather short and are on the same subject, so 

we put a semi-colon there, at which point I write the “ ; ” on the board. Then I write 

the word “sentence” on the board after it. Slowly working my way through the 

rules on the board helps students take the rules slowly and see each part of the 

complete sentence and how each piece of punctuation can work.  

 After I teach the rules and review examples, I then use a Word document that 

has sentence problems. Sometimes students work in pairs as they revise anywhere 

from five to ten sentences. Other times, we’ll review the sentences together as a 

class. As we read and correct the sentences, I type in the Word document, deleting 

and/or adding punctuation and words so students can see how the sentences can be 

changed. This is also helpful when there is more than one way to correct the 

sentence. For example, they can see how they can keep the conjunction, just add a 

comma before it. Or, if they really do not want to use a conjunction and just want 

to join two sentences together, we will delete the conjunction and insert a semi-

colon. This is also helpful because students who propose different ways to fix the 

sentences can see how they are correct, or how they were on the right track, with 

just a little more tweaking with the words and punctuation.  

 Among the various ways to teach punctuation, I have found this to be the 

easiest for me to teach. It helps me to simplify and clarify the sentences without 

making them too overwhelming for the students. Students seem to remember these 

more and catch on more quickly to the “sentence test”—is it a complete sentence, 

can you put a period there? As they turn in their next essays, I see them improving 

their comma usage and exploring the colon and semi-colon. By the end of the 

semester, my students “get it” and are able to articulate why certain pieces of 

punctuation should go where. After seeing my students’ successes with this 

semester after semester, I will continue teaching punctuation in this way. I will 

continue to perfect this, and I will continue to experiment with other ways to teach 

punctuation. But for now, I will continue using these sentence equations for 

punctuation. 
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Using Insight from the Social Sciences to Engage Community 

College Students with Basic-Skills in Grammar and Editing 

Kelsey Maki, Instructor, Brookdale Community College 

I. Minding the Soil: Cultivating an Understanding, Calibrating an Approach 

More than any group, basic-skills community college students defy 

categorization: they are diverse in age, ability, and background; some face deeply 

challenging economic obstacles, while others silently navigate an emotional 

minefield; there is diversity of race and ethnicity, neurodiversity (differences in 

brain wiring), not to mention a range of personalities and learning preferences. In 

addition to (or perhaps because of) the variety of cultural, economic, and cognitive 

challenges that they might face, basic-skills students often experience anxiety 

about their ability to succeed in college. And, as education professor Rebecca 

Cox’s research indicates, composition is a course that most students are 

particularly fearful of, a point that should be taken seriously, as such fears can 

impede learning. Because our brains are wired for self-preservation, it makes sense 

that students cannot think clearly or deeply when they are fearful or anxious (Zull). 

One way to mitigate students’ anxiety might be to discuss what is known in 

psychology as a “growth mindset,” in which mastery of a subject (such as 

grammar) is seen as a dynamic process that requires hard work, an open mind, and 

the right attitude (Dweck). Students who have a growth mindset are often more 

engaged in a task, and they experience less performance-related anxiety because 

they view obstacles and challenges as opportunities that will increase learning. 

II. Growing the Trees: A Metaphor for Sentence Expansion 

Anyone who has taught basic-skills composition understands that the 

grammatical issues present in student writing are rarely remedied by a red pen or 

a simple mini-lesson in comma splices or subject-verb agreement. Instead, what 

seems to frequently occur in the writing of our basic-skills students is a complexity 

of thought in which meaning is clouded by the mishandling of sentence 

construction (Krishna). Rather than asking students to “correct” or wrestle with a 

tangled sentence, a task that often results in more confusion, instructors might 

instead ask them to take a step back from the sentence and locate what they believe 
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to be the most important information (or the heart of their idea). Once they know 

this, they can then recast their main idea in a short S-V clause and begin to 

reposition (and generate) additional information using “free modifiers.” Free 

modifiers, as defined by Francis Christensen, are “free” in the sense that they are 

not embedded in the base clause. When terminology is kept to a minimum, students 

can better grasp the additive premise of Christensen’s “A Generative Rhetoric of 

the Sentence” in which he argues that composition instructors should be teaching 

students how to create (not cut) information.  

One might teach the Christensen method of syntactic expansion using a visual 

metaphor. My own metaphor is based on a tree, and in it we call the S-V base 

clause the “trunk,” a term intended to signify the base clause’s importance and its 

potential for smaller outgrowths of meaning. The trunk can be seen as the starting 

point for the “growing” of meaning via the addition of free modifiers. When given 

a base clause and some examples of cumulative syntax, most students quickly 

understand how to generate modifying phrases or “branches” using coordination 

(“tying to the trunk”) and subordination (“building on the branches”). These 

nontechnical descriptions allow students to see the concept without stumbling on 

terminology that is not helpful to our purposes. To explain the differences between 

coordinate and subordinate cumulative syntax, I tell my students that “tied to the 

truck” phrases (coordinate) have movable branches, all of which refer back to the 

base clause. These sentences are often rhythmic and easy to follow: 

[1] The chef prepared the fish, (TRUNK) [2] stuffing it with wild rice, [2] 

drizzling it with flavorful sauce, [2] garnishing it with vegetables, [2] his 

hands moving quickly and expertly (Landon). 

I contrast coordinate sentences with examples in which phrases “build on 

branches” (subordinate). Students should understand that these phrases may not 

always be movable because, in this approach, meaning grows out of other 

branches. Thus, subordinate syntax is particularly useful when students want to 

transition from one point to the next: 

[1] The chef prepared the fish, (TRUNK) [2] stuffing it with wild rice, 

[3] rice that had been organically grown in South Carolina, [4] carefully 

harvested using sustainable farming practices. 
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It’s important that students understand that these examples, which are pure 

(and admittedly pedestrian), are rarely found in “nature” (i.e., published writing). 

But by recognizing pure examples, students may better understand the differences 

between coordinate and subordinate syntax, and it is this understanding of 

difference that will allow them to wield greater control over their sentences, 

exercising choice and mixing patterns to best convey a message. 

III. Playing in the Forest: Activities and Games for the Classroom 

Students can experiment with sentences on their own, or they may form teams 

and play sentence-generating games. One such game is a variation of “Sentence 

Says” in which each team draws a specified number of vowel and consonant cards. 

The teams’ goal is to turn each letter into a word, using all of the dealt cards to 

construct a grammatical sentence within the allotted timeframe. Each team writes 

the completed sentence on the board, and the sentences are then judged by the class 

for style and accuracy. Students tend to be more involved in the game if they are 

asked, beforehand, to come up with a team name and strategize how best to win. 

In addition to being well-received by students, this game encourages what 

psychology professor Louis Cozolino calls a “tribal classroom,” in which 

instructors “tap into the primitive social instincts of their students” by creating an 

atmosphere that encourages bonding and competition (xxiv). Understanding our 

students’ situations (and their brains) can aid us in creating a classroom that better 

serves their needs. And by giving our students a practical and comprehensible 

approach to sentence-expansion, they may come to a greater awareness of the 

power of their sentences. 
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#Hybrid: Grammar and Instruction and Blended Learning 

Jenny Quarles, Director, Digital Education Collaborative and  

Distance Education, Longwood University 

Hybrid or blended learning is becoming increasingly popular in higher 

education. With the advent of new and accessible technologies it is easier to turn a 

traditional face-to-face course into a partially online course. As the cost of 

education increases and as we see more non-traditional students entering into 

higher education, institutions are using hybrid learning as a way to meet the needs 

of a diverse population of learners. However, while college administrators admit 

the need for hybrid and online offerings, there is still some concern regarding the 

quality of the online content and whether a hybrid or fully online course equally 

meets the instructional outcomes of a fully face-to-face class.  With the right 

pedagogical strategies for online instruction and face-to-face class time, a hybrid 

course will allow students to meet or exceed performance on course outcomes in 

comparison to students in a traditional, lecture based face to face classroom. 

 At Longwood University, a small state institution in central Virginia, a 

hybrid course is defined as any course with 51% or more of content being delivered 

online. To test the theory that proper pedagogical techniques in a hybrid learning 

environment impact student success, I instructed six semesters of English 382: 

Grammar Theory and Practice, with two classes instructed fully face-to-face and 

four classes instructed as hybrid, with seven face-to-face meetings and eight 

asynchronous online “meetings”. The course is required for pre-service teachers to 

enter into a teaching preparatory program and consists of two critical objectives. 

First, the class provides a grammar review ensuring that new teachers have a 

foundation in English grammar and second, the class introduces students to 

strategies for teaching grammar in their own classrooms.  

 Recognizing the importance of modeling best practices in face-to-face 

instruction, in-classroom time was focused on four main areas. The first face to 

face strategy employed was teaching demonstrations. Each face-to-face session 

allowed for introduction to a teaching technique grounded in the philosophies of 

active and cooperative learning. The students were then tasked with modeling 

these pedagogical strategies with the instruction of their own grammar mini 
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lessons. The second strategy was a constructivist approach which required students 

to both observe instruction and then to reflect on their own experiences and 

reconcile their previous knowledge and beliefs with new ideas. Strategy three 

focused on theories behind lesson planning and the learning domains associated 

with Bloom’s Taxonomy. The final face to face strategy was centered in coaching. 

Dr. Fazel in his article “Learning Theories within the Coaching Process,” argues 

that for acquisition of new behavioral skills, a student needs real time coaching 

that provides feedback and an opportunity to re-attempt the skill immediately after 

receiving feedback.  

 After selecting face-to-face pedagogical strategies aimed at preparing 

students to become teachers, the strategies selected for the online portions of the 

course concentrated on a grammar review and building a strong foundation in 

English grammar. Lectures varying in 5-10 minutes of length were used to review 

specific grammatical concepts of terms. Short answer quizzes were used to provide 

a way for students to demonstrate their understanding of the concept or term after 

each short lecture. Continuing with a constructivist approach, students were also 

tasked with examining the real world applications of grammatical rules and 

reflecting on their prior knowledge and experiences. Lastly, students were 

frequently grouped, extending the cooperative learning environment of the face to 

face classroom to the online environment. Group work prevented a feeling of 

alienation between classmates during online weeks and also provided students 

opportunities to write, read, review, peer review and revise text to reinforce 

grammatical concepts.  

 At the completion of each semester, quantitative and qualitative data was 

recorded on both student performance and student success in the course. On 

average, student success in the hybrid course was 18% higher than student success 

in the face to face course. Student satisfaction in the hybrid course was recorded 

at 24% higher than student satisfaction in the fully face to face sections.  Students 

reported that their biggest perceived barriers to success in the hybrid course were 

technology issues and access to video lecture content. Students in the face to face 

courses reported no perceived barriers to success.  

 While these results are in no way exhaustive, nor do they rule out any 

corollary reasons for student success or satisfaction, they are promising in terms 



THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2016, VOL 25, NO. 1 

30 

of supporting that with proper development and pedagogical strategy, a hybrid 

course can equal, if not surpass, the quality of a  face to face course. In a continually 

advancing technological age, we as educators need to be mindful about hybrid 

teaching opportunities as they open access to education and they arguably also 

assist students in developing technological skills required for modern day work 

environments.  
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#Grammar  

Sean Ruday, Assistant Professor, Longwood University 

My keynote session at the 2015 ATEG Conference discussed grammar 

instruction using the critical lens of a prevalent social-media feature called the 

hashtag. In this session, I addressed the following “Big Questions”: 

 What do hashtags have to do with grammar instruction? 

 How can we help students think metacognitively about grammar? 

 How can students see grammatical concepts as tools for effective writing? 

Three concepts are central to my presentation: hashtags, grammar tools, and 

metacognition. Hashtags, marked by the “#” symbol, are used to provide 

commentary on a topic or mark main ideas or themes related to a statement. For 

example, a football fan complaining about difficulties with the NFL Network cable 

channel coming in on his or her flat-screen television might assign the popular 

hashtag “#FirstWorldProblems” to this statement; an individual looking to 

motivate him or herself at the beginning of a work week might write 

“#MotivationMonday” alongside an inspirational message. 

The second of these central concepts, the idea of grammar tools, is rooted in 

the idea that grammatical concepts function like tools for effective writing. Don 

and Jenny Killgallon, in their book Grammar for Middle School: A Sentence 

Composing Approach, explain this framework by positing that writers chose the 

tools they use to build sentences, just as anyone using a particular tool would 

purposefully and strategically select a specific item.  

To illustrate this concept, let’s take a look at two examples of published 

authors using relative clauses to add details to their works. In a sentence in the 

book White Fang, author Jack London uses the relative clause “who was now 

traveling behind the sled” to provide important descriptive information: “A few 

minutes later, Henry, who was now traveling behind the sled, emitted a low, 

warning whistle” (185).  
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Similarly, Kate DiCamillo utilizes this tool in her book Because of Winn-Dixie: 

the sentence “And there weren’t many kids at the Open Arms, just Dunlap and 

Stevie Dewberry…and Sweetie Pie Thomas, who was only five years old and still 

mostly a baby” (23) contains a relative clause describing Sweetie Pie Thomas.  

The third concept, metacognition, deals with students’ knowledge of cognitive 

phenomena and is often referred to as “thinking about thinking.” When applied to 

grammar instruction, metacognition relates to students awareness of particular 

grammatical strategies and processes. For example, a student with a strong 

metacognitive understanding of relative clauses would be able to explain why a 

writer uses a relative clause in a particular situation, explaining what details it adds 

and why those details are important to a piece of writing.  

I recommend combining the ideas of hashtags, grammar tools, and 

metacognition in an interactive activity designed to appeal to students’ 

contemporary interests while asking them to identify grammatical concepts and 

consider their significance. In this instructional process, which I call the “Grammar 

Hashtag Process,” students complete six steps: 

1. Select passages from published text. 

2. Identify key grammatical concepts used and “hashtag” them by 

identifying those concepts and writing the name of the concept 

alongside a hashtag symbol. 

3. Reflect on why the hashtagged concept is significant to the passage. 

4. Create their own passages that use the concept and “hashtag” the 

concept. 

5. Change the hashtagged concept to a new version or omit it. 

6. Reflect on the differences created by the version with the new and 

omitted concept. 

Below is an example of a middle school student’s work on this activity; this student 

selected an excerpt from Carl Hiaasen’s novel Chomp, identified a key 

prepositional phrase in that passage, and further analyzed this concept: 

  



THE ATEG JOURNAL, SUMMER 2016, VOL 25, NO. 1 

33 

Published 

passage 

Key 

grammar 

concept 

hashtagged 

Significance 

of concept 

to passage 

Student-

created 

passage 

Passage with 

new version of 

concept or 

with concept 

omitted 

“Her dad was 

furiously 

chasing her 

around the 

Walmart 

parking lot . . 

.”(122)—

Chomp, 

Hiaasen 

“Her dad was 

furiously 

chasing her 

around the 

Walmart 

parking lot…” 

#Prepositional 

Phrase 

Prepositional 

phrase 

specifies 

where the 

chasing took 

place. 

 

I hid behind 

the couch to 

surprise my 

brother.       

# 

Prepositional 

Phrase 

 

I hid in the 

refrigerator to 

surprise my 

brother. #New 

Prepositional 

Phrase 

 

The student then reflected on how changing the prepositional phrase altered 

the passage he created: “Changing the prepositional phrase in my sentence from 

‘behind the couch’ to ‘in the refrigerator’ changed the place where the narrator hid. 

Readers would picture the story totally differently because the hiding place is 

different in the second sentence.” This response reveals his awareness of the 

impact that manipulating this grammatical concept can have on a piece of writing. 

 The approach to grammar instruction I’ve described here helps students see 

grammar instruction as an interactive apprenticeship to published writers, in which 

they identify concepts that published authors use to make their works effective and 

apply versions of those concepts to their own writing. The hashtag component 

provides an opportunity for students to make a contemporary connection to their 

learning, applying an aspect of new literacy to grammar instruction. 
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Teaching Sentence Combining —  

From Manipulatives and Mentor Texts to Mastery 

Sherry Saylors, Associate Professor, Prince George's Community College 

Linguistic grammar provides powerful tools for teaching students how to 

combine phrases and clauses for different purposes.  As a teacher, I have found 

that when students first hold concepts in their hands, they can internalize them. 

Two hands on techniques are useful in teaching sentence combining. The first, the 

Paper Plate Players, inductively teaches students the building blocks of the phrase 

and clause. The second, a Sentence Combining Wheel, allows students to see the 

options for creating phrases and combining clauses and to examine possible 

rhetorical effects. The next step in the learning process is the use of mentor texts 

to see how other authors have used the phrase and sentence combining techniques. 

Finally, students will be able to choose the techniques they wish to incorporate in 

their own writing.  Thus, using manipulatives and mentor texts will give students 

a wide variety of combining techniques to incorporate in their own writing. 

The Paper Plate Players activity allows the students to experience sentence 

boundaries through play. First the teacher asks “what two parts must every 

sentence contain?” Students may answer “who” and “did what” or “the subject” 

and “the predicate.” Next, the teacher hands out paper plates, half with subjects 

and the rest with predicates printed on them. The instructions are simple: find a 

partner and make a sentence, also called an independent clause.  After all of the 

sentences have been created and shared, the teacher introduces sentence combining 

with the next batch of paper plates.  Run on sentences and comma splices are easily 

illustrated. Also compound, complex, and compound complex sentences may be 

created from the original paper plate sentences. Thus, all the varieties of sentence 

may be modeled on paper plates! 

The sentence combining wheel is another manipulative which shows all the 

possibilities of adding meaning to a sentence. On the outer circle, one half shows 

the different ways clauses may be combined to create compound, complex, or 

compound complex sentences. The other half shows the different kinds of phrases 

which may be added: adjective, adverbial, nominal, prepositional which may be 
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either adjectival or adverbial. The inner circle contains a triangular hole which may 

dialed to a particular combining technique, showing at a glance all the possibilities 

of sentence construction. 

After the students are familiar with the sentence combining techniques, they 

will be introduced to them in great literature. First, passages from such author as 

Edith Wharton, Mark Twain, and Shakespeare are projected on a screen and read 

aloud. After asking the students to identify what sentence combining techniques 

are used, the passages are then shown with the clauses and phrases marked, to show 

how the techniques work together. The effect produced will be discussed. When 

additional information is added, it creates a more complex or realistic picture, and 

when one idea is shown as equivalent or subordinate to another, it shows clearly 

the relative importance of the two ideas.  

The students are then ready to experiment with these techniques on their own. 

In the beginning, the teacher can ask for specific techniques to be used and 

underlined in an essay. Students can also write a short narrative as to what effect 

they hoped to create with the technique. By the end of the course, however, the 

student will be asked to use at least 5 different techniques of their choice and 

analyze the effect they produced. The analysis of their writing choices is as 

important as the use of the techniques themselves. After this kind of systematic 

work, the students will have a variety of techniques at their disposal to create their 

own writing style. 

Thus, sentence combining may be taught in a systematic way by using 

principles of grammar. When students are allowed to manipulate the concepts in 

play, they will understand them and remember them longer. When they create a 

Sentence Combining Wheel, they will be able to see the different possibilities at 

their disposal. When they see how the great authors have used these techniques, 

they will get more ideas of how they can use them in their own writing. As they 

use the techniques and analyze their combining choices, they will develop their 

own writing style. Grammar has become an intrinsic part of writing. 
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Concept Mapping 

Jeffrey L. Snodgrass 

Associate Professor, Prince George's Community College 

While not new, the technique known as concept mapping is new to many 

instructors across disciplines.  Simply put, concept mapping is a technique 

whereby information is visually presented and organized.  Some compare concept 

mapping to clustering and, from a casual glance, they do appear the same.  The 

primary difference, however, lies in the fact that concept mapping labels the lines 

that connect the circles or ovals (nodes) whereas clustering does not.  By labeling 

the connections of the nodes, one is effectively showing a relationship between 

visually represented elements. 

I, a teacher of grammar, am limited to two techniques for teaching the nuances 

of the English language: sentence diagramming and concept mapping.  Students 

consistently find the former intimidating and the latter engaging.  Why might this 

be?  Simply put, concept mapping targets two kinds of students, kinesthetics (those 

who move to learn) and primary visuals.  But just how does concept mapping 

work?  Consider the example below, in this case, for a noun: 

 
As indicated, each line links nodes with numbers or letters or a combination 

thereof, creating a concept map. Concept mapping works anytime one is dealing 

with blunt description (gross anatomy or biology come to mind) or nuanced 

relationships (literary plots) or abstraction (parts of speech without concretized 

examples, preferably visual). Note in the concept provided that I do include 

“Things” as a component of a noun.  Many abstractions (in this case, “Justice”) fit 

the nook nicely. All said, concept mapping is a powerful tool for teaching the rigors 

of American English grammar. 
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From Real Authors to Your Authors 

Don Stewart, English Faculty (Ret.), Belmont Hill School 

Reading Grammar 

 
 

      Writing 

Dr. Francis Christensen, in his 1964 essay “The Generative Rhetoric of the 

Sentence,” enthusiastically explained how he inspired his students at the 

University of Southern California: “I want them to become sentence acrobats, to 

dazzle by their syntactic dexterity.” And to accomplish his goal, Christensen 

utilized the same approach in the classroom that the gymnastics coach was using 

across campus, namely, by analyzing how the experts do it. First, break your 

subject into its basic components (phrases, clauses; foot position, fingertips), 

master the placement and quality of each piece (before, after, or within the main 

clause; hands together, head tilted back), and bring the perfected elements back 

together again to achieve glorious results (great sentences and paragraphs; trophies 

and gold medals). 

Indeed, the premise that runs throughout all of Christensen’s essays and 

textbooks is that close study of the techniques of the great writers can lead to 

significantly improved writing from the high school or college student. To 

transform that mere premise into an authentic teaching system, Christensen 

devoted nearly three years to close reading of a broad selection of authors, leading 

to the discovery that style is most often the product of what happens outside of the 

main clause, through addition of fundamental building blocks such as participial 

phrases and adverb clauses, which he collectively called free modifiers. Thus was 

born the cumulative sentence, the foundation structure of the Christensen Method. 

In my presentation I endeavored to show that the most logical and productive 

technique for improving student writing is to connect it with student reading, both 

curricular and extracurricular. Teachers need not go on scavenger hunts for writing 

apps, download unpredictable lesson plans, or confect faulty sentences for 
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mindless revision, when every day their students are reading literature filled with 

examples of outstanding writing awaiting emulation. 

It begins at the sentence level. For example, this from J. K. Rowling:  

Snape made them all nervous, breathing down their necks  

while they tried to remember how to make a Forgetfulness potion. 

The teacher’s decision of when and even whether to label the grammar 

depends on grade level and purpose, but nearly every student will be able to create 

a similar sentence when given an independent clause as a prompt. As a class works 

their way through a novel, a play, or even poetry, they should be asked to keep 

their eyes open for interesting sentence patterns, which they can then categorize 

by the placement or type of the free modifiers. A successful concluding writing 

assignment is to have the students select a number of those sentences (perhaps 

three or four), empty out the author’s words while keeping the original structure, 

and blend those sentences into a story from their own imagination. My experience 

shows that the presence of those “real” sentences often inspires the students to a 

level of quality that they had not known they could attain. 

The next step is to slide from sentence models to paragraph models. Select 

example paragraphs that demonstrate both narration and description, as well as 

detail, punctuation, variety, and comparisons—all the elements that you are hoping 

they will learn. My favorite paragraph comes from John Updike’s “A&P” that 

begins,  

She had on a kind of dirty-pink—beige maybe, I don't know—bathing suit 

with a little nubble all over it and, what got me, the straps were down. 

The final, often gigantic leap is from creative writing to expository writing. It 

is tempting to assign the reading of an essay by a respected author and then to 

announce, “Now choose a topic and go write like that.” Rather, a successful 

classroom approach is to focus first on the construction of individual body 

paragraphs, again using quality model essays as examples. For the 

compare/contrast essay, I use Bruce Catton’s “Grant and Lee: A Study in 

Contrasts.” Issues such as transitions, topic sentences, supporting points, specifics, 

and connections can easily be isolated for in-depth study. As with the sentence 
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models they used for their stories, students can be asked to include a specific 

paragraph from the examined essay to serve as a template in their next essay.  

In either case, creative or expository writing, there is a sense of security in this 

approach. Because all writing boils down to two ingredients, form and content, 

half the job of sentence or paragraph creation has essentially been done for them. 

They have learned the forms; now, the content is up to them. They will no longer 

need to complain, “I know what I want to say, but I don’t know how to say it.” 

Christensen ended his essay about sentence acrobats by pointing out, “What I am 

proposing carries over of itself into the study of literature. It makes the student a 

better reader of literature. It helps him thread the syntactical mazes of much 

mature writing, and it gives him insight into that elusive thing we call style.” So, 

reading, writing, grammar—all taught as a package, using real authors to achieve 

real results with our very real students. What more could we ask for? 
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Notes 
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