Dear Bob,

   You can probably already tell that there is divided opinion about the utility of such a "grammar project." The question most often raised is, "Where's the supporting research that shows that it works." This argument was going on fast and furious when I began teaching English at the Junior High School level (what I guess is now called "Middle School") in 1962. I engaged then, as part of my Master's Degree program, in a piece of research on this very issue. In reading the research then and since, I believe that the reason most grammar lessons don't work is not because we teach too much, but because we teach too little. How is a smidgeon of grammar here and there going to work a change in what the students do in their writing?

   Anyway, if you would read the latest "research" at the ACT testing site, you'll see that (1) middle and high school teachers frown on grammar teaching;  (2) college instructors at all levels believe that is what students both lack and need;  (3) the ACT test itself contains 75 questions that relate to grammar and rhetoric. So, I believe we penalize our students when we fail to teach them what the next "consumers" of our end products require that they know. We ought to teach our students enough, if only for their well-being and self defense, rather than force them to stay on the "lower track" for the rest of their lives because we think to teach them these things is beneath our call of duty.

    As for the purported lack of research regarding the "teaching" of grammar, I suggest you read repeatedly and carefully the article titled "Closing the Books on Alchemy," by Martha Kolln, in College Composition and Communication, Volume 32, May 1981, pp. 139-151, which quite handily answers those who claim grammar teaching is an invalid approach. When I presented this article at a Graduate School seminar at Wayne State University, in Detroit, Michigan, in 1982, the professor, Dr. Stenrouse, forbid me to copy it and distribute it to the other seminar members. I passed it out anyway. Since when do you get away with censoring professional information from other students just because you disagree with it?

     I have approached the study of grammar most usually by having my students make corrections to sentences they write which I collect each year. I call them "sentence correction exercises." I hope through the process to make students aware of mistakes they make. A few students get it, but many don't—at least not by this process alone. I find that having my students write more frequently, and teaching them to compose longer, well-developed compositions, tends to help them develop greater writing fluency. With the increased fluency, the number of errors in their writing decreases.

     I have categorized some of the "sentence correction exercises" according to the kind of mistake the students have made; others are "mixed." (Selections 1443A-Z)

     I have created simulated ACT English Usage Exercises from my students' writing. I now have about forty such exercises, each one different from the other, so when I use this activity, each student gets an exercise which is unlike any other, and there is no way for copying or collusion to occur. (Selections 2001-2040).

     I have created an extensive instructional unit on pronoun case, and the supportive instructional materials for it. The pronoun case unit includes assessment exercises, its multiple forms lettered from A to Z, so there are nearly enough exercises to give a different one to each student, again to reduce cheating in my cramped classroom. (Selections 1152A-Z).

     I start with an initial grammar knowledge assessment at the beginning of the year (Selection 1154B).

     I have kept on file quite a collection of student "mistake sentences" categorized by mistake made, so that I can always go back and create more materials as needed.

     In the process of trying all these things, I devised a reading program for my classes which is very effective. I devised it originally because I was asked to teach a block class, one period for reading, the other for language arts. The students could read the reading materials provided, but could not read well enough to read their English book. So, I wrote my own, in a step-by-step format to teach them how to write by consciously controlling the sentence structures they used. It turned out that my students improved so much in their reading that I was made a reading teacher and then reading specialist. The program still works, and I still use it in my classroom to teach high school football and basket ball players to pass the ACT to get their scholarships. One of the students I tutored is Travis Reese, who not long ago joined the Detroit Lions. Other students successfully pursued sports on the college level, but they wouldn't have been able to had I not tutored them with my program. There is a link on the Internet to my name, "Jerome Smith," which takes you to a newspaper article in The Detroit News, for May 15, 1998. You can also access the article on the web site www.readingsteps.com. If I could have a 10% "cut" on all the scholarships these kids get, I could retire early!

    If I can figure how to get this computer to work, I will try to attach an example or so of the material mentioned above in Microsoft Word format.

Jerome Smith

smithjerome@hotmail.com

