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We do our students a real injustice when we expect them to use the tools of language without telling them how those tools work, without letting them in on what the language can and will do.






– Martha Kolln, “Miss Fiddich Gets a Makeover” 

Grammar is most often relegated to the (final) editing stage of writing: “Could you just quickly check that my grammar’s OK?” a student might ask. This attitude toward grammar robs students of the agency to choose words, structures, and punctuation with the careful deliberation that we expect of them. If grammar is simply a set of rules that can be checked (surely the premise behind various “grammar-checking” programs that shall remain nameless, if not blameless!), then students are left with very few options for using language carefully to refine their ideas and craft their arguments. If, however, grammar is understood as a rhetorical choice, it can equip students to articulate the complicated, scholarly ideas that they are fully capable of producing in our writing classrooms. The following materials seek to open an ongoing conversation and to enlarge upon the notion of grammar as a central concern of the writing classroom. This chapter deals with grammar in a general rhetorical framework. 
Grammar as Rhetorical Choice
It is a peculiarity of our chosen field that we find people looking anxious and muttering that they’ll “have to watch their language” around us. For better or worse, those of us in English are often considered the “guardians” of the English language, and many people (our students included) expect us to “fix” their grammar. While this may be exactly why you became an English major, it’s more likely that the choice between “singular they” (clearly a change our language is embracing, even if our language mavens are not) and “he or she” (the awkward, but “acceptable” alternative) sends you immediately back to revise the sentence to make the subject plural, rather than having to make the decision. The fact is, however, that you do make the decision and produce effective, articulate prose every day. Part of your challenge as a 131 teacher will be to help students begin to recognize and make these choices for themselves, to help them begin to see their language as part of their argument. This first part of the chapter attempts to make this task less daunting, in part by showing that grammar need not wear the guise of Miss Manners’ stodgy conventions, but can happily mingle with the most rigorous critical thinking activities.

Philosophically, those who “do” grammar fall into two camps: prescriptive grammarians who are concerned with the “rules” of the game, and descriptive grammarians who seek to explain how language is used by actual speakers. While both types are likely to notice a usage of “ain’t,” the former group might simply condemn it (for violating the rules of contraction for the verb to be), while the latter group might describe the social, economic, and cultural environments that surround the word’s production and use. Considering grammar as a rhetorical choice makes us more descriptive than prescriptive grammarians. Whenever possible, we want to encourage students to experiment with and become conscious manipulators of grammatical conventions. 

In the English 131 curriculum, there are two places to foreground grammar: in the essays from Acts of Inquiry and in the texts that the students themselves produce. Both sites offer ample opportunities for examining the rhetorical impact of particular choices. In the initial stages of reading an essay, you might find that focusing on the rhetorical choices a writer has made, in the essay as a whole or in a particular passage, helps students to better understand the author’s argument or position. When you turn to discussions of students own writing, you can also help them to see the connections between their language choices and the effectiveness of their argument. For example, in suggesting revision techniques, you might find that a quick explication of transitions helps students marshal their evidence into more persuasive formulations. The following suggestions attempt to rescue grammar from the dreaded worksheet and help it function within the process of writing.

The Grammar Conundrum: When, How, Why?
From businesspeople to language mavens, the accusations are the same: Why can’t we teach our students how to write? Whether we like it or not, most of these complaints are stimulated by grammatical irregularities (to put it politely); if we’re honest with ourselves, we all have a list of errors that make us cringe (lie/lay, affect/effect, ambiguous pronouns, singular they). Even so, the ability to write well, as research has repeatedly shown, is not necessarily tied to the ability to parse sentences and avoid comma splices. Nevertheless, we must acknowledge that, like it or not, error-riddled prose diminishes our confidence in its author. The simplest reason for teaching grammar comes not from research, but from our classrooms: we teach grammar because our students need it. 

While students may be high academic achievers in a general sense, their level of familiarity with Standard Edited English (also known as “prestige” English) is often anything but standardized. This does not mean that we as composition instructors must return to the days of papers measured solely by the number of red marks on them: “good” writing and error free prose are not synonymous. Nevertheless, one primary goal of English 131 is to help students learn to “produce complex, analytic, persuasive arguments that matter in academic contexts,” and what we find is that many of our students make language choices that detract from the clarity, precision and persuasiveness of their texts. Our students make these choices not because they are “bad,” “lazy,” or “weak”—to use some of the adjectives often applied both to “mistakes” and to the writers who make them—but because they do not (yet) appreciate the rhetorical effects that their language choices produce. 

If Broccoli’s So Good For Me, Why Don’t I Eat More of It?
Grammar often doesn’t appear in our daily lesson plans for much the same reason that we don’t eat more broccoli—very few of us actually like it. Of course, it’s not really that simple; there are many (and varied) reasons why grammar is a sticky subject. Consider the following objections to teaching grammar in college classrooms:

· There is not enough time. (The eternal lament!)

· Grammar has the taint of “remediality.” Simply put, men and women in professorial positions do not see themselves as having earned a doctorate in order to discuss faulty parallelism or the use of the semi-colon. There is a sense in many college classrooms that such instruction is beneath the instructor. The complement to this argument is that grammar and similar instructional issues should have been “taken care of” at earlier levels and that “it’s not our job to deal with that kind of thing.” The further implication of such arguments is that students who exhibit such error patterns are not in fact “ready” for college work and that college instructors should not have to work with such students. This last point has particularly troubling political ramifications when one realizes that the error patterns that tend to trigger the most negative reactions in native speakers of prestige English are those exhibited by students from traditionally underrepresented cultural and socio-economic backgrounds (see Hairston; Ohmann). 

· Teaching grammar represents an imposition of a dominant “master discourse” that marginalizes otherwise valid and acceptable regional and social variants of English, and oppresses those who speak them. This objection is one of the more compelling arguments against the teaching of grammar, and is not easily dismissed. The politics of grammar are by no means simple (see Olson; Ohmann).

· English 131 instructors do not know how to provide formal grammar instruction. While this may sound as if it is in direct contradiction to the previous point, it is actually part of the same issue. Teachers whose first language is standard English, who have an aptitude for language, and who by choice or by chance have been exposed to vast quantities of written prestige English can find themselves completely fluent in it and capable of writing it without ever having received formal instruction in its grammatical structure. Such instructors are more than capable of identifying their students’ difficulties, but do not feel comfortable explaining why their students’ efforts are not “right” or how they could be remedied.

· Grammar drills are boring and may not work. Current research shows what many English teachers have long suspected: that traditional, drill-based worksheet approaches do not have a substantial impact on students’ abilities to find and correct those same errors in their own writing. Instructors who feel that such labor is in vain but spend time on it because they feel that they “have to” cannot help but become frustrated with it, and this frustration is almost impossible to hide from students (who then mirror their instructors’ attitudes). Even if instructors succeed in masking their frustration, or if they really do believe in their worksheets, students sense that their time is being wasted, and often focus their resentment not on the activity, but on their instructor.

· Spending a significant portion of class time on grammar instruction, which is technically part of the editing process, contradicts process-oriented composition philosophies. The goal of our writing classrooms is to direct our students’ energies and efforts to generating, developing, supporting, organizing, and revising their analytical arguments. Only after these activities are completed do we ask students to go back and edit the results for mechanical clarity. Spending time on grammar during every step of this process would seem to contradict this philosophy.

When all is said and done, however, the net result is still the same: our students need grammar as a component of their academic diet. While each of the objections raised above presents its own challenges, we must still find ways to help our students appreciate (or at least consider) grammar along with their argumentative meat and potatoes.

Fitting Grammar into Our Daily Lives
Try it! You’ll like it! Clearly, working grammar into your class activities can be a challenge—deciding what and when to teach is only the first of many obstacles—but asking your students to pay closer attention to their language (and to the language they encounter in the readings) will result in improvements in their writing. Consider the following suggestions:

· Make grammar instruction a regular part of your writing curriculum and plan ahead. Decide when (which days and how much time) and where (in class or in conference) grammar will be part of your teaching.

· On that note, we suggest distinguishing between two different types of grammatical issues and discussing each in a different setting:

· Use small blocks of class time (one lesson of 10-15 minutes each week) to discuss issues of grammar as rhetoric: passive versus active voice, parallelism, cohesion, sentence fragments, etc. These issues are distinguished from issues of mechanics in that they present writers with viable choices, that is they can be discussed as options with effects rather than rules that must be obeyed (i.e., grammar as tools not rules).

· Use tiny blocks of conference time (5 minutes each conference) to discuss issues of grammar as mechanics or convention. Choose moments in individual students’ texts when they experience lapses of usage or techniques that do not really have alternatives, such as: its versus it’s, subject-verb agreement, pronoun antecedent.

· If you use the lexicon of formal grammar study, be sure to define the terms for your students and provide plain English alternatives. 

· Whether explaining grammatical principles in class or in conference, begin with a positive model (an example of skillful usage or techniques) drawn from the context of your course—preferably from a student paper, or from a reading. In class, you can have a short discussion about what the writer in question is doing and how that affects us as readers. In conference, try to find a place in the student’s paper where he or she succeeded in using the technique in question correctly.

· Follow the model and explanation with immediate opportunities for the student(s) to put the lesson into practice. Revision and editing activities work well for this.

· Reinforce the lesson by calling attention to the principle in later classes, or when commenting on students’ papers. Praise correct usage.

· Give students ways of finding situations in which an error or usage pattern might occur in the future. Hold students accountable for the lesson by making the techniques part of the revision process. This is particularly important when working with individual students. Explain that you are only spending time on one issue so that it can be mastered efficiently.

· Use short reminders before assignments are due to support cumulative learning.

· Be patient and supportive. It may take several tries before a student can internalize the concept you are trying to teach, and he or she may temporarily “lose” one while gaining another. Remind students when they get off track in their revisions.

Marking Errors or Reading Through?
Traditional methods of instructor response to student error in college writing classes have tended toward one of two extremes. The first, if somewhat outdated, method is to identify every error in student papers, often with stern labels—“Comma Splice!” “Fragment!” “Awk!”—and sometimes with a good scolding: “Your work seems hasty—please proofread more carefully.” The second and more contemporary method is for instructors to read “past” student errors to get to more important issues such as argument and support. 

The problem with both of these approaches is that neither provides ways for students to recognize, identify, or correct future mistakes, and thus neither enables students to take more control over future writing assignments. The first method identifies a student’s errors but does not explain them. The instructional burden is passed to the student, who is then expected to learn what his or her instructor’s obscure responses signify and how not to provoke future scoldings. The second method provides a sort of benign neglect, and allows students to feel complacent (even confident) about their skills, without warning them that not all readers are as forgiving.

A more helpful mode of response is to choose one or two errors to discuss in each paper (usually the most frequent and/or those that put up the greatest impediment to understanding) and explicate both the kind of error and the rhetorical effect(s) that are produced. Under this approach, the error is not marked every time it occurs in the essay, but is explained and pointed out in one instance. This requires the student to locate and correct similar errors throughout the text. Sitting on our red pens is neither easy nor quick. It is much faster to circle all ambiguous pronouns than to explain how the clarity of the passage is reduced and the reader’s confidence in the author shaken by the use of pronouns that may refer to more than one antecedent. But, a student who can understand an error and locate it elsewhere in their text is much more likely to avoid making the same error in the future.

Grammar & Clarity
Hand-in-hand with audience considerations (at least from a student’s perspective), clarity is something that academic writing lacks. A pause at the sentence-level can help students make sense of particularly vexing passages:

I shall not offer here a sociohistorical analysis of the author’s persona. Certainly it would be worth examining how the author became individualized in a culture like ours, what status he has been given, at what moment studies of authenticity and attribution began, in what kind of system of valorization the author was involved, at what point we began to recount the lives of authors rather than of heroes, and how this fundamental category of “the-man-and-his-work-criticism” began. For the moment, however, I want to deal solely with the relationship between text and author and with the manner in which the text points to this “figure” that, at least in appearance, is outside it and antecedes it.







—Michel Foucault, “What Is an Author?”

This passage screams out for a discussion of parallelism (not to mention a quick acknowledgement of Foucault’s penchant for complex lists!). Students might want to consider why, after saying that he does not want to give a “sociohistorical analysis,” Foucault proceeds with a lengthy list of worthy analyses along these lines. Also, what effect is achieved by running the last two thoughts together in the last sentence?

In student texts, ambiguity might be dissipated by a discussion of pronoun antecedents, or even a quick check of subject-verb agreement. Other activities might focus on the “rules” for comma use and an examination of when and how those same rules are broken for rhetorical effects (see Dawkins). Asking students to restate complicated ideas in their own and their peers’ work also reinforces the creative power of grammatical structures.

Grammar & Persuasion
Our classes ask students to create persuasive arguments—arguments that are convincing both logically and rhetorically. In addition to discussing the kinds of evidence that are most effective, considering the grammatical choices made by an author can highlight persuasive strategies for our students.

The president himself attended Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts—a school that spends $11,000 yearly on each pupil, not including costs of room and board. If money is a wise investment for the education of a future president at Andover, it is no less so for the child of poor people in Detroit. But the climate of the times does not encourage this belief, and the president’s words will surely reinforce that climate.






—Jonathan Kozol, “The Equality of Innocence”

This conclusion to Kozol’s essay is very disheartening—students might want to ask why Kozol starts his final sentence with “But.” Or, what would the effect have been if he had reversed the cases in the “If . . . then” construction (i.e., If money is not necessary for the child of poor people in Detroit, it is equally unnecessary for the president)? What are the cohesive ties between these sentences? How does this paragraph highlight the economic disparities Kozol sees in US education?

The persuasive power of student work can often be hindered by those ubiquitous personal opinion statements. Helping students recognize the difference between “I think Kozol is right,” and “The truth of Kozol’s statements is undeniable” can go a long way toward teaching the fundamentals of argumentation. Other activities targeting rhetorical choices and persuasiveness might include effective transitions, active versus passive voice, and sentence length/complexity.

Sample Assignments

We all know that worksheets are not the answer to grammar exercises, and therein lies the difficulty. Planning grammar exercises is most effective when you can:

· integrate student texts into the discussion,

· make the lesson relevant to the larger context of your course, and

· reinforce the skill in use (as in future student writing).

Therefore, what worked in one setting might not translate easily to another classroom. The following sample assignments are intended to help you think about ways to work grammar into your class without resorting to scolding and drills. 

Example 1: Affect/Effect

The following example could be applied to any number of “pet peeves” that might annoy you. This exercise also remembers to reward students for doing it right.

Grammar Strategy: Redistributing Confidence

My approach to grammar is to spend three or so minutes a day discussing one aspect. I hope to boost their confidence in areas where they are strong, and to have them begin to question the places where they are weak. I want to teach my students to trust themselves, or question themselves accordingly. For instance, the day after the OJ Simpson verdict came in, I started the class with a 10-minute freewrite. I wrote on the board: How do you think the OJ Simpson verdict of not guilty on both counts will effect (sic) your life? That night, I read their freewrites, paying strict attention to their use of affect and effect. I noticed a number of students started to write, “It won’t affect me at all,” but crossed the “affect” out and replaced it with “effect.” I crossed out the effect and replaced it with affect. The majority of the students simply used effect. The next day I began class by showing an overhead of the following information pulled from Diana Hacker, page 87.

affect/effect
Affect is usually a verb meaning “to influence.”




Effect is usually a noun meaning “result.”



Effect can also be a verb meaning “to bring about.”

How did the OJ Simpson verdict of not guilty on both counts affect/effect your lives and why? bring about? result? influence?

I told them there had been a little grammar quiz included in the freewrite. I explained that a few of them had started to use affect, but deferred to effect because I had used it. I told them that part of the lesson was that if they know something, they should remain confident in their knowledge. Grammar, I said, has been overlooked by many educators, so don’t always assume that just because that person is teaching, that they are using words correctly. I told them to question their own word usage, and other people’s word usage at all times.

I did this mostly because I recognized I had made a mistake after I put the freewrite assignment on the board, but the results were outstanding. In later assignments, not a single student misused the words affect and effect.

Example 2: Known-New Contract

In Kolln’s book, Rhetorical Grammar, a discussion of the “Known-New” contract provides a great way to help students recognize patterns of cohesion. The following examples suggest ways of working with and explicating this concept.

PRESENTING “KNOWN” INFORMATION

Additional ways to fulfill the known-new contract include presenting information which qualifies as “known”:

· Using repeated information, like repeated or related words and synonyms.
(Examples: suburbs/suburbananization or borders/edges or eastern/western)

· Continuing a previously-stated theme or relying on common knowledge, information that a reader can be presumed to know; this strategy is more subtle and gives ties that aren’t as strong as the use of pronouns or noun phrases.
(Example: The president delivered his State of the Union address to a joint session of Congress last night. Every seat in the gallery was full.)

· Adding words or phrases that drop hints about what a reader can expect next and suggest direction; this often turns a statement of fact into an opinion.
(Example: The president delivered his much anticipated State of the Union to a joint session of Congress last night.)

Below, Adam Gopnik illustrates these strategies for fulfilling the known-new contract in his New Yorker article, “American Studies,” of September 28, 1998.

What is this thing called “The Report”?  A four-hundred-and-forty-five page book, among other things, a story to read and criticize—a “narrative,” as its authors proudly call it. What happens if we try approaching it that way?  After all, no one has had much success dealing with it as a judicial or a legal document—since judiciousness is a quality it so obviously lacks, and it is directed to no court of law. Nor can it be read as journalism, a reluctantly arrived-at exposé; its elaborations are far too ornate, its attention far too riveted. . . .


So why all the schmutz?  Well, Ken Starr and his crew are writing, God help them—they’re trying to dramatize a relationship, depict a mood, evoke a moral atmosphere. Think of “The Report” as a love child of the novel—as what the quarterlies call a text—and maybe that gets you closer to its purpose and to the undeniable spell it casts. . . . 

You can almost read it as a novel in the classic tradition. When Richard Nixon got into trouble, the cliché was that there was something Shakespearean about his crisis, and his fall, if it lacked Shakespearean poetry, had a Shakespearean subject: the slow declension of ambition into crime, and of crime into evil. But nobody would call Clinton’s troubles Shakespearean; they’re more bourgeois than that. There’s something vaguely eighteenth century about them. It’s there in the constant references to a higher piety that nobody believes in, and Monica gives new life to the word “wench.”  Not since Richardson’s “Pamela; or, Virtue Rewarded,” one of the first novels, had so much ink been spilled on a pas de deux between a guy who owns a big manor house and the girl who works there, with the difference that this girl, unlike that one, succumbs. (So, “Monica; or, Sin Punished.”)  Even the special achievement, in Starr’s report, of what Sean Wilentz has accurately called “pornography for puritans” recalls the original novelistic formula: pornography for Puritans is exactly what novels were accused of being. . . . “The Report” is a classic story about adultery, in which the law and human affection are in tension, and it resolves in the usual way. When there’s a choice between law and sympathy, the law must take the lovers, but the lovers take the cake.

The “Known-New” contract is a way of conceptualizing the links between ideas in a text. Just as close reading asks us to examine a passage minutely, the following exercise demonstrates how looking for links and repetitions can produce insights.
GRAMMATICAL OBSERVATIONS / RHETORICAL CHOICES

The more clinical or “objective” passages from “The Report” (Gopnik) or “the Narrative” (Starr) contain fewer pronouns, and instead of “he” and/or “she,” we get “The President” and “Ms. Lewinsky.”  The grammatical choice, in this case is to create a non-rhetorical (factual, scientific, objective, “truth”) report of what really happened.

In light of the President’s testimony, Ms. Lewinsky’s accounts of their sexual encounters are indispensable for two reasons. First, the detail and consistency of these accounts tend to bolster Ms. Lewinsky’s credibility. Second, and particularly important, Ms. Lewinsky contradicts the President on a key issue. According to Ms. Lewinsky, the President touched her breasts and genitalia – which means that his conduct met the Jones definition of sexual relations even under his theory. On these matters, the evidence of the President’s perjury cannot be presented without specific, explicit, and possibly offensive descriptions of sexual encounters.

But, then you do get some pronouns. “He said, she said...” creates the effect of personal conversations, etc.

Everyone in whom Ms. Lewinsky confided in detail believed she was telling the truth about her relationship with the President. Ms. Lewinsky told her psychologist, Dr. Irene Kassorla, about the affair shortly after it began. Thereafter, she related details of sexual encounters soon after they occurred (sometimes calling from her White House office) (14). Ms. Lewinsky showed no indications of delusional thinking, according to Dr. Kassorla, and Dr. Kassorla had no doubts whatsoever about the truth of what Ms. Lewinsky told her (15). Ms. Lewinsky’s friend Catherine Allday Davis testified that she believed Ms. Lewinsky’s accounts of the sexual relationship with the President because “I trusted in the way she had confided in me on other things in her life. . . . I just trusted the relationship, so I trusted her” (16). Dale Young, a friend in whom Ms. Lewinsky confided starting in mid-1996, testified:

[I]f she was going to lie to me, she would have said to me, “Oh, he calls me all the time. He does wonderful things. He can’t wait to see me.” ... [S]he would have embellished the story. You know, she wouldn’t be telling me, “He told me he’d call me, I waited home all weekend and I didn’t do anything and he didn’t call and then he didn’t call for two weeks.”  (17)

The following exercise combines the known-new contract with practice in using quotations.

QUOTING AND THE KNOWN-NEW CONTRACT

We’ve talked about the known-new contract and how it can work from sentence to sentence within paragraphs. This assignment asks you to think about how it can work to successfully integrate a quote into your paper.

The sentences below constitute “known” information. You will be given an ad that is “new” information. Your group’s task is to come up with a following sentence that employs the known-new contract: a sentence that states some known information from the quote and new information from the ad that I will give you. In other words, pretend you’ve used the quote in your paper, and now your task is to think of how to integrate it. Your group will have about seven minutes to come up with a sentence.

For example:

KNOWN: I found myself absorbed by the advertisements. They had a remarkable power over me—to seize my attention and to stimulate, if only for a moment, fantasies of an erotic nature. –Arthur Asa Berger

NEW: [relating the known to a car ad]  While looking at an ad of a Corvette, my fantasies may not have been erotic, but the imagined feel of zooming down an unknown backroad at inhuman speed had the remarkable effect of making the Heartbeat of America feel like my own heartbeat.

Sentences:

1. One thing seems quite evident—knowing the strategies used by people who work at creating and shaping desire is important, for then we can make more rational decisions and avoid manipulation. –Arthur Asa Berger

2. What were brilliantly brought together were the seemingly opposite worlds of advanced, ever-changing, American engineering technology and laboratory science (traditionally the province of men) and the preindustrial, timeless, beauty-oriented cultural authority of Europe. –Susan Douglas

3. The upper thigh thus became freighted with meaning. The work ethic, the ethos of production and achievement, self-denial and deferred gratification was united there with egoism, vanity, self-absorption, and other-directedness. –Susan Douglas

4. Using only the most advanced “delivery systems,” presumably inspired by NASA, the Pentagon, and Star Wars, these creams and lotions deployed “advanced micro-carriers” or “active anti-age agents,” presumably trained by the CIA to terminate wrinkles with extreme prejudice. –Susan Douglas

5. It is a fascinating business taking advertisements apart to see how they function and determining what they reflect about society. It is also a perilous business for there is always the possibility that we are not examining society’s fantasies, but our own. 
–Arthur Asa Berger

The next exercise combines the known-new contract with a peer review exercise.

PEER REVIEW EXERCISES & THE KNOWN-NEW CONTRACT

The following are two assignments for this weekend that you should do BEFORE you fully read your peer’s essay. Both exercises will be given back to the writer to be handed in on the day the revised draft is due.

1. Looking for Collocational Sets

Find any 4 opening sentences from any 4 separate paragraphs in your peer’s paper. Then:

· Generate a list of 15-20 words you might expect after each sentence.

· List two to four collocational sets these words could fall under.

· DO NOT do this on your peer’s essay. Use your own paper, and on Monday give this completed assignment to your peer. This will help them in the revision.

For Example:

In the evenings I’d sometimes borrow my father’s car and drive aimlessly around town, feeling sorry for myself, thinking about the war and the pig factory and how my life seemed to be collapsing toward slaughter.





Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried

· Words a reader might expect: draft, guns, blood, fear, nightmare, depression, loneliness, automobile, road, swine, oink, hooves, skin, meat, steering, windshield, wheel, mother, street, streetlight, painted lines, etc.

· Collocational sets: (things to do with) meat packing, roads, war, killing, etc.

2. Satisfying the Known-New Contract

This exercise asks you to look sentence by sentence to see if the writer satisfies the “known-new” contract. 

· In pencil, circle two paragraphs of at least five sentence, and analyze each for the known-new contract.

· DO this exercise on your peer’s essay by drawing lines, circles, arrows, and whatever other marginal comments you need to make.

We’ll be going over this in class with examples on how to do it.

Example 3: Sentence Fragments

The following handout suggests one way to work through the conscious use of sentence fragments in student writing.

SENTENCE FRAGMENTS

1. What is a fragment? 

An incomplete sentence (doesn’t have both subject & verb)

The dog, the cat, the bird, and my sister.

OR, A subordinate clause that stands alone

The essay was written with a lively, engaging style. But, lacked relevant information.

2. Where are fragments useful?  

For emphasis, authors sometimes fragment ideas.

Instead of: 
Essayists often use sentence fragments to emphasize the important information. John McPhee often uses this technique.

Try: 
Essayists often use sentence fragments to emphasize the important information. John McPhee, for one.

Instead of: 
The American West was adventurous, romantic and free. 

Nonetheless, women and men provided their own manual labor.
Try: 

The American West was adventurous, romantic and free. But, not 

without labor.

Women and men in the American West provided their own manual labor. Nonetheless, the West was adventurous and romantic. Free.

3. Identify sentence fragments within your own writing. Why do they occur?  What purpose to they serve?  What point are you emphasizing by placing a fragment in your writing?  Look for places in your writing where a sentence fragment might be useful. How can you add fragments for emphasis?

Example 4: Grammar & Audience
One effective way to help students think of grammar as a set of choices rather than rules is to make the point that in different situations (and, especially, for different audiences) various grammars apply. This can be done by highlighting “academic” writing (using the readings) or by bringing in non-academic examples for comparison.

COUNTRY GRAMMAR / STANDARD GRAMMAR

In the left column are the words to Clint Black’s “Summer’s Comin’.”  Circle any words that are not Standard Edited English. Try rewriting a few of the lines in complete (academic) sentences in the right column. 

We have no problem understanding the song as it is written, right?  So, we cannot rightly call the song “ungrammatical.”  Nevertheless, if you made the same choices in your academic papers, you wouldn’t necessarily like the results. What makes both versions of the song “correct”?  When and where would you expect to see each version?

	Nothin’ on earth that’ll get me hummin’

Like a heat wave comin’

And I'll come runnin’

With her makin’ that tan in

The broad daylight

And every night is a

Saturday night

And everything’s right with

The summer comin

I'm the first one standin’ in line

For my day in the sun I’ve been workin’

'Till the sun don’t shine

…

When the day gets cookin’

Gonna grab my toys

And it really doesn’t matter

Which wave we’re on

Get to turnin’ up them good old boys

Crankin’ into the night, by the break of dawn

All the towns are red and I still see blond

For my day in the sun I've been workin’

Till the sun don’t shine

For my day in the sun I’ve been workin’

Till the sun don’t shine

Summer's comin’ to shine

Summer's comin’ to shine

Summer's comin’
	


In Conclusion . . .

These are merely a few thoughts about how grammatical choices might be highlighted within your curriculum. For more detailed lessons and explanations, please consult the Supplement, Martha Kolln’s Rhetorical Grammar, and the resources listed below.
Further Reading

Reader Reaction to Student Error

Hairston, Maxine. “Not All Errors are Created Equal: Non-Academic Readers in the Professions Respond to Lapses in Usage.” College English  43.8 (1981): 794-806. 

Hairston conducts a survey of various professionals to determine what kinds of errors are deemed most offensive. Her findings suggest that readers respond most negatively to grammatical errors that are linked with underrepresented groups. She writes that “it is important for us and for our students to realize that this [group of professionals] . . . has strong conservative views about usage” (199).

Williams, Joseph M. “The Phenomenology of Error.” College Composition and Communication 32.2 (1981): 152-67. 

Considering examples of “professional” writers who violate a number of grammatical conventions, Williams concludes that the rules by which we judge grammaticality are arbitrary. He locates error (physically) in two places—in students’ papers and in grammar handbooks—and in three experiences—the writer’s creation of error, the teacher’s identification of error, and the grammarian’s proposition of the rule for the error. Noticing these patterns, Williams suggests that we reconsider how we judge and respond to our students’ (and our own) “errors.”

The Politics of Grammar

Ohmann, Richard. “Use Definite, Specific, Concrete Language.” College English 41.4 (1979): 390-97. 

Ohmann looks at “the way some authors of textbooks show students how to be definite, specific, and concrete” (390). He uses three second edition textbooks, and concludes that the common ideology presented in them includes: ahistoricism, empiricism, fragmentation, solipsism, and denial of conflict (396). Concerned with this hidden ideology, Ohmann suggests that we should be more cautious of the “advice” we are giving students about the clarity and precision of their writing.

Olson, Jon. “A Question of Power: Why Frederick Douglass Stole Grammar.” In The Place of Grammar in Writing Instruction. Eds. Susan Hunter and Ray Wallace. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, Heinemann, 1995. 30-42. 

“Many of our students,” Olson concludes, “are slaves of ignorance—ignorance of minute language conventions guarded, for the most part, by an exclusive club of writers. If we, like the Greeks, emphasize the ends of language, we might inspire these students to believe that writing is a key to empowerment just as it was for Frederick Douglass” (42). Ranging from the Sophists to Douglass, Olson argues that control over grammar is power over our lives. 

Grammar as Rhetoric

Dawkins, John. “Teaching Punctuation as a Rhetorical Tool.” College Composition and Communication 46.4 (1995): 533-48. 

Dawkins looks at language as a series of clauses linked according to intended meaning by punctuation. His approach to teaching punctuation relies not on the “rules” (which he is quick to point out are often broken) but on the effect that the author wants to produce. This meaning-based approach to teaching punctuation allows students to “learn by doing.”  

Instructor Attitudes Toward Grammar

Brosnahan, Irene and Janice Neuleib. “Teaching Grammar Affectively: Learning to Like Grammar.” In Hunter and Wallace: 204-12. 

Brosnahan and Neuleib suggest that grammar must be taught affectively. They favor replacing grammar rules (at least initially) with the idea of unconscious and conscious grammar—helping students discover the grammatical choices they are already making in order to formulate the “correct” ways of using language. The lesson is well-taken: “If grammar instruction has been used only to punish students for their language choices, then certainly they are right to want to avoid grammar. Their fear of punishment must be replaced with an anticipation of success and enjoyment if future teachers are to be successful in their grammar classrooms” (212).
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