Dear Candace,

    I agree with your perspective. I disagree with Nancy's. In a recent posting to this site I suggested a must read article on the subject (published in a highly respected NCTE journal, as the lead article, by the way) written by Martha Kolln, titled "Closing the Books on Alchemy," in Volume 32, No. 2, May 1981 issue of College Composition and Communication, pp. 139-151. Kolln discusses a much quoted sentence from the 1963 NCTE report, Research in Written Composition, by Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer, "...the teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually displaces some instruction and practice in actual composition, even a harmful effect on the improvement of writing. (pp. 37-38)." I agree with Nancy that "school grammar" is a far cry from the scientific grammars developed by Benjamin Bloom, Jespersen, Poutsma, James Sledd, Martin Joos, Kenneth Pike, J. J. Katz, among others whose volumes line my shelves here at home. Kolln conclusively argues that Braddock, et. al,'s statement has been injudiciously applied to indicate that formal grammar (which Kolln well argues is undefined by Braddock) should be excised from the curriculum. Mr. Brock Haussamen opened a world of interesting scholarly discussion and insight for me with his recent posting to us of the reference to the NCTE "Assembly for the Teaching of English Grammar" at www.ateg.org and listserve.muohio.edu/archives/ateg.html. I agree with Nancy that exercises and drills in formal grammar do not produce measurable improvement in student writing skill, so far as my classroom experience extends. But I agree with Martha Kolln that it remains to be proven that grammar should not be taught. I agree with Kolln that it is helpful to teach students enough grammar or language so that they and you with them can discuss what it is they have done when they have written well, or miswritten. Language study is valuable in and of itself. Properly taught, it can help students employ consciously their unconscious knowledge of language structure to their writing and thus make more effective use of that knowledge when they apply pen to page to improve sentence variety and style. I find that as students do frequent and extensive writing, they discover their own voice, and grammar and spelling problems tend to correct themselves, even when I draw little or no attention to them. Learning to get their point across effectively seems to take care of the rest. As to which grammar, if any, should be taught, I vote for structural grammar as explicated by James Sledd, Dr. Donald J. Lloyd, and others, as being the most student-friendly and applicable to the classroom. I introduce other grammars from time to time if the interest and need of my students so warrants. I especially like Martin Joos's little volume on "The Five Clocks." It can be easily presented as a graphic, and gives students a memorable insight into levels of usage.

Jerome Smith in Detroit   12/19/2000  7:23 PM
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>In a message dated 12/18/0 9:01:23 PM, patter@voyager.net writes:

>

> >Diagramming doesn't usually teach students about

> >structure, it teaches them that language studies are inaccessible.

>

>

>I disagree.  My visually oriented students often have the "Eureka!" lightbulb

>go off when they see a sentence diagrammed--or, better still, when they write

>one of their own and construct a diagram for it.  For kids who feel they have

>a hard time with grammar, diagramming can be the very activity that lets them

>'see' the sentence.

>

>As constructionists, we applaud pictures, collages, maps, and many more

>activities that help us approach language in a variety of ways.  To eliminate

>diagramming because of its historical place as a former Torturer of Students

>is not necessary;  indeed, it can increase accessibility for some.

>

>Candace Lindquist

>Campbell, CA
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