Dear Kathy,

     You've opened up a can of worms with your question, I'm sure. Earlier this past year I was engaged in quite a discussion on the NCTE lists about the value (or lack of value) of studying grammar. Rather than stir up that hornet's nest again, I'm answering you off list. I have been invited to write a journal article on my own discovery that teaching grammar greatly improved my students' reading levels or comprehension. I didn't use diagramming, though. Middle and high school teachers generally disdain the teaching of any form of prescriptive grammar, arguing instructional time is better spent having students do actual writing. By and large this view is probably correct. Apparently college level teachers are more inclined to favor grammar instruction, at least as reported last fall on the ACT Test website.

     The diagramming format most familiar to teachers, parents, and now more likely grandparents, is some form or modification of the Reed-Kellogg system introduced before the last turn of the century, in 1877. Of course the modern linguists have used "trees" to diagram concepts in transformational grammar.

     I find the following sources to contain usable examples of sentence diagramming:

1.  J. Martyn Walsh and Anna Kathleen Walsh, Plain English Handbook: A Complete Guide to Good English. Wichita, Kansas: McCormick-Mathers Publishing Company, Inc., 1959. 160 pp. Sentence diagrams are distributed throughout this text, but can be found listed in the index under "diagrams of..." 2. Thomas W. Harvey, Elementary Grammar and Composition. Milford, Michigan: Mott Media, Inc. 1986. This classic grammar from 1880 has a few diagrams, as on pages 39-56. 

3. Thomas W. Harvey, Harvey's Revised English Grammar. Milford, Michigan: Mott Media, Inc., 1986. Originally published 1878, the last section of the book, pp. 209-218 presents a series of 47 sentence diagrams. 4. John E. Warriner and Francis Griffith, English Grammar and Composition, Complete Course. New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1951, 1957, 1963. See pages 26-60. This text is now associated with the 'drill and kill' technique of teaching English and is therefore highly out of favor in most NCTE circles! 5. Homer C. House and Susan Emolyn Harman, Descriptive English Grammar. Revised by Susan Emolyn Harman. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 1931, 1950. Second Edition, tenth printing, 1960. 457 pp.  This college level textbook has a very complete presentation of diagramming and its rationale in its Part II: Sentence Analysis, pp. 201-427. 6. Mabel C. Hermans, Studies in  Grammar. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1924. 464 pp. This school text is certainly one of the best designed, instructionally. I  like it because it has a complete answer key with explanations. It uses sentence diagramming throughout, beginning with Problem V: Analysis of Simple Sentences, on page 45.

Most of the above resources are probably out of print. The most useful titles are number one and six. You can probably find number one easily second hand or used. Number six may be much more difficult to secure. I wish our modern computer technology were more user-friendly. It would be nice just to scan in the best samples and send them along, but I don't know of any simple way to put sentence diagrams in MSWord documents or email!

     Don't be dissuaded by others who disdain diagramming. I agree with the few who see it as just another tool to help students visualize the structure of the sentence. We don't need to use it to the point of overkill, but giving students this additional "handle" on the concept of sentence structure is a good thing. After all, the value of studying language in "Language Arts" ought not be disputed. It is knowledge valuable and good in and of itself. I don't claim that sentence diagramming improves writing or anything else, and have never in my teaching career used it with my classes. I did experience learning about it in my own schooling from middle school through college, and I don't think it hurt a bit.

     Feel free to correspond by email if you have further questions or need help!
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>To: ncte-middle@serv1.ncte.org

>Subject: [ncte-middle] diagramming sentences

>Date: Mon, 9 Jul 2001 22:43:50 EDT

>

>I am currently tutoring an entering freshman over the summer, and his 

>mother insists that I teach him how to diagram sentences.  He isn't 

>great at his parts of speech, and he is about to take a foreign 

>language.  I have never taught the concept of diagramming sentences, 

>and I have never learned it myself but would like to give it a try.

>

>Does anyone have any suggestions on websites or books that teach this 

>concept?  I am truly clueless on where to begin, and she wants me to 

>start this Wednesday (and it's Monday night).

>

>Any suggestions?

>

>Kathy

