Teaching Grammar and Syntax in the Pre-AP Classroom

Annie Dillard pens in her stylebook The Writing Life, “When you write, you lay out a line of words.  The line of words is a miner’s pick, a wood carver’s gouge, a surgeon’s probe.  You wield it, and it digs a path you follow.  Soon you find yourself in new territory.  Is it a dead end, or have you located the real subject?  You will know tomorrow or this time next year”(3).  Teaching grammar and syntax in the Pre-AP classroom could not have a more accurate image. If writing is perceived in the Pre-AP classroom as a way to achieve understanding as well as a way to communicate meaning, students will be anxious to construct pathways to understanding by “lay[ing] out a line of words” in order to discover the “new territory” of meaning into which their writing leads them. 

Pre-AP students learn to write better when they have a keen awareness of the function of grammatical and syntactical structures in their language and when they understand, as writers, the stylistic choices available to them.  By the same token, Pre-AP students struggling to find meaning in complex texts and working to analyze style often find that an examination of the grammatical and syntactical choices authors make can also be a pathway to the discovery of meaning. Students need reading and writing instructors who will help them carve paths they can follow.  

Grammar and syntax are tricky enough, but to link these components of writing to meaning will take patience as well as determination on the parts of both teacher and student.  When students take the time to link method to meaning, they see the higher purpose of grammar and syntax.  Grammar instruction in the Pre-AP classroom hinges on this crucial link between method and meaning; without an understanding of syntax and grammar, writers will stall on the side of the road or stagnate in a pool of swampy, murky water.  Their writing lives will wither away.  So we will begin simply with a line of words.

This line of words is the foundation of a grammar and syntax pyramid.  The process of constructing a well-developed essay then follows a series of steps.

· Sentences come to life, revealing the author’s style and voice--simple, compound, complex, compound-complex, loose, periodic, balanced, antithetical—various sentence arrangements chosen purposefully by the writer to create a certain effect.

· Carefully styled and structured sentences containing details, facts, description, analysis, explanation, and reflection link up to form rich paragraphs unified by a central idea.

· The elements converge in a piece of writing with a distinct style and structure.

· The writer’s artful use of grammatical forms and syntactical structures creates a well-developed text graced by varied sentence structure, clear wording and punctuation, unity, and meaningful content.

Why do the natural descriptions in Jacob Have I Loved, Bridge to Teribithia, and To Kill a Mockingbird still ring true in students’ ears after all these years?  The kinds of words, phrases, and clauses the authors chose, the way the authors arranged these pieces of language, and the themes and ideas these structural elements reflect tend to pick, gouge and probe students’ minds. The author’s grammatical choices form memorable sentences that lodge in the reader’s mind and memory, resonating with both sound and sense.

Observing these experts’ stylistic choices may lead students to become better writers themselves. Through the study of literature, students can also see how master writers use rhetorical strategies to influence the opinions and attitudes of their readers.  Classroom activities that encourage students to read closely and to imitate the techniques used by professional writers increase the number of options available to them as writers.

Good writers choose each word carefully and arrange the words, phrases, and clauses in a certain order to create a particular effect.  But many times students see the words and fail to apply the term adjective phrase to a particular kind of description or compound sentence to a certain sentence construction.  Often, students know little about the variety of sentence structures, descriptive options, and verb forms available to them as writers—or if they are familiar with these concepts in theory, they fail to apply them to their writing. 

So how can teachers combat this block? Students break through the grammar and syntax barrier when teachers raise their classroom expectations and change their methods of teaching grammar. Instead of isolated drill and practice, many Pre-AP teachers emphasize the use and analysis of grammar and syntax in rich close reading and composition activities.  


Some general suggestions for the teaching of grammar and syntax in Pre-AP classes would include the following shifts in method.

· Use grammar texts as references and information sources, and reduce reliance on worksheets, grammar drills, and one-dimensional textbooks. 

· Use effectively written and stylistically interesting sentences in literary texts as springboards to analytical thinking about grammar and as models for student construction of sentences.

· Encourage students to study different kinds of phrases and clauses by using them in writing assignments like essays, short stories, and poems.

· Reinforce students’ use of active voice, different methods of subordination, and graceful parallel structure in their writing.  

· Introduce students to advanced sentence construction techniques like anaphora, repetition, chiasmus, and others.  

· Allow students time to practice cumulative, periodic, and other sophisticated sentence forms.

· Coach students in grammatical correctness and style by holding writing conferences, by noting specific grammar rules next to errors in graded compositions, and by requiring students to revise drafts of essays one or more times in order to correct mechanics and usage problems. 

· If it is impossible to hold student-teacher writing conferences, use rubrics to give students individual feedback and direction at the draft stage as well as to assess the polished essay. 

·  Hold regular workshop sessions in which students help one another to use a variety of different syntax techniques to vary sentence structure, create style, and allow the writer’s voice to emerge. 

Teachers might begin by introducing students to the process of studying both grammar and syntax, then proceed by teaching students to apply that knowledge to their own essay writing and close reading. Students benefit when teachers rely less on “drill and practice” grammar worksheets or textbook exercises that do not have much to do with applying grammar instruction to reading or writing.  Students can use their grammar textbooks as springboards to understanding why authors make certain stylistic and grammatical choices. The textbook can help students learn how to read a sentence and identify the parts of that sentence.  Then students should explore the ways writers use grammar and syntax to create effect and meaning in literature. As they are introduced to each basic grammatical form, to varieties of sentence structure, and to the conventions of usage, students may then take their knowledge of grammar and of syntax techniques and apply it to the complex texts they are studying. 

Sample Analysis of a Poem

While studying Emily Dickinson’s poetry, for example, students may notice the poet’s use of verbs. How important are the verbs that she has selected?  Why does she call attention to certain nouns through seemingly random capitalization? Is there significance in the fact that the two infinitives the poet uses are parallel?  All of these questions and more can be answered together by examining the poet’s use of grammatical elements and her arrangement of these elements in purposeful sentence patterns.

Emily Dickinson – “When Roses Cease to Bloom, Sir,” 


At first reading, this poem seems simple, even simplistic, as many of Dickinson’s works do to the casual reader.  However, as the close reader begins to examine the way the poet has used grammatical structures that serve her purposes, the poem’s deeper meaning unfolds.  

Dickinson calls attention to certain nouns in her poetry through the use of specific, not random, choices in capitalization.  Dickinson chooses to capitalize some of the common nouns in her poem—words normally not capitalized.  Some of the capitalized common nouns in the first part of the poem relate to a pattern of images associated with nature and summer (Roses, Violets, Bumblebees, Sun). 

The next capitalized word is “Auburn,” an adjective denoting a reddish-brown color that might indicate the shift from summer to autumn, at which time the summer flowers the speaker in the poem gathers will no longer bloom.  

However, this interpretation of the word is by no means the only one possible.  The purposeful ambiguity of the poet’s words prevents an absolute certainty on the part of the reader and enriches the meaning of the poem by providing it with several different layers of meaning. The autumn color may also subtly connote the parallel progress of the seasons and of the stages in human life.

The poet also capitalizes the word “Sir,” used in the poem as a form of direct address. The use of this capitalized title without a surname implies that the person directly addressed by the speaker of the poem is an important, respected figure of authority, perhaps even one who inspires awe and reverence. 

The reader’s attention is focused on the capitalized nouns—just as Dickinson might have hoped.  The nouns then control the images and even the action of the poem as well.  The movement of the poem begins at ground level with flowers— “Roses” and “Violets”—and moves upward, lifted by the “solemn” flight of the “Bumblebee” toward its final destination of the “Sun,” shining high in the sky, a celestial observer capable of taking in the whole scope of earthly and heavenly beauty on a summer day.  Careful readers may guess that Dickinson directed her reader’s attention upward, heavenward, for a specific purpose—to suggest a spiritual, as well as a literal, interpretation of her words and images.  The capitalization of these “common” nouns leads the reader to believe that these normal, ordinary objects are somehow made extraordinary, even sacred, by Dickinson’s concentrated observation and by her perception of their interrelationships. 

.  

In addition, the close reader will see that Dickinson has chosen two infinitives—“to bloom” and “to gather” to end the first and fifth lines of the poem, thus signaling a natural thematic separation between the two parts of the poem.  The first four lines concern the natural world of flora and fauna; the second four address the human dimension.  The infinitives divide the two parts of the poem, but they also link the natural with the human realm.  The linking, by means of the infinitives, of the rose which ceases to bloom and the hand that ceases to gather reinforces the poet’s juxtaposition of natural and human mortality. 

The verbs the poet sprinkles liberally throughout the poem—“cease,” “passed,” “paused” and “will lie,” also suggest a connection with natural endings, and, perhaps, with death. Most, if not all, of Dickinson’s “action” verbs in the poem denote, ironically, non-action. The wry way in which the poet suggests that the “Sir” she addresses should “take” her flowers at the end may make the reader think of funeral flowers—perhaps the least welcome of all—that the speaker of the poem would not dread to lose as she regrets the loss of her summer roses and violets.

 The study of specific grammatical choices by poets such as Dickinson offers students an active understanding of grammar that can lead them to an enhanced perception of meaning in a text.  The students’ study of both grammar and syntax now has gone beyond drill and practice and has become a way of linking a writer’s use of language with meaning. They also learn to apply these choices to their own writing.

Sample Analysis of a Prose Passage

Similar connections may occur as the students study prose passages and longer works.  For example, after a brief introduction to adverb clauses, students might examine the 

opening paragraph of Jack London’s “To Build a Fire.”  


Why has London chosen to load the last half of the initial sentence in this description with adverb clauses?  By placing the two long, descriptive adverb clauses at the end of the sentence (after beginning with an independent clause which expresses a simple generality), the author shows the reader the “big picture” of the setting and atmosphere. Then London fills in the character’s situation, actions, and location in a position subordinate to that of the main clause describing the weather conditions.  

The writer then repeats and intensifies the modifiers describing the weather. By structuring the sentence in this way, the author makes the weather itself, the exceedingly cold and gray day, the focus of the passage that introduces the story.  

London’s use of the verb “broken” to describe the day’s beginning is significant, as it is a verb that suggests injury and destruction.   The weather, with its chilling, impersonal power over a vulnerable human being, indeed becomes the dominant “character” in the story, assuming the role of antagonist in the struggle between man and nature.  

 Whether or not London made these grammatical and syntactical choices consciously, the artful placement and structure of the elements in the opening sentence contribute powerfully to the effect and meaning of the story’s opening paragraph.  If the story had begun, “A man was walking in the early morning light through the cold mountains and left his intended path,” the reader’s eye would tend to focus on the human character, and the writer would lose the effect of positioning the weather as a brooding, ominous presence dominating the landscape of the setting and the story itself.

 Students need to see a clear purpose for their study of language, and if they are encouraged to interpret and understand the author’s use of grammar and syntax in the complex texts they read, they will likely see more than just the line of words with which they began.  

One way for students to practice this kind of analysis is illustrated in the activity that follows, in which students look closely at two similar texts and examine an aspect of grammar within them to determine nuances of meaning. 

Sample Analysis of Paired Rhetorical Passages

John F. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address and Richard M. Nixon’s Resignation Address have certain parallel features that make for a fascinating study in contrast.  Both men were Presidents of the United States, both were addressing the nation, the former at the beginning of his presidency and the latter at its conclusion.  The two speeches have more than thirty verbs in common, several of which are variations of the verb serve. A close look at the two writers’ use of these verbs in the speeches reveals the attitudes of the two men toward the concept of service and their very different expectations of the future. 

Each instance of Kennedy’s use of these verbs in his inauguration speech relates to the positive role he expects to play in the country’s future and the hopes and dreams he has for it.  President Nixon, on the other hand, looks backward with regret in his resignation speech to the tarnished record of his administration.   

Excerpts from Kennedy’s Inaugural Speech 

Chief Justice, President Eisenhower, Vice President Nixon, President Truman, reverend clergy, fellow citizens, we observe today not a victory of party, but a celebration of freedom—symbolizing an end, as well as a beginning—signifying renewal, as well as change.

And if a beachhead of cooperation may push back the jungle of suspicion, let both sides join in creating a new endeavor, not a new balance of power, but a new world of law, where the strong are just and the weak secure and the peace preserved.

The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this endeavor will light our country and all who serve it—and the glow from that fire can truly light the world. 

Both Kennedy and Nixon add prefixes to the root verb. Kennedy’s sentences have an optimistic, expansive, idealistic feeling to them as he uses the verbs observe, preserve, and serve, urging Americans to honor freedom, keep the peace, and work actively for a bright future. Nixon’s sentences, on the contrary, take on a somewhat more clipped, terse tone, as he uses the verb deserve to describe the help and support that Americans owe to his successor, Gerald Ford.  Each time Nixon uses the verb serve, with or without the prefix, his word choice and his use of past tense and passive voice relate to the negative end of his career and the fact that others will have to carry on in his place.

Excerpts from Nixon’s Speech

I now believe that the constitutional purpose has been served, and there is no longer a need for the process to be prolonged. 

As he [Gerald Ford] assumes that responsibility, he will deserve the help and the support of all of us.

To have served in this office is to have felt a very personal sense of kinship with each and every American. 

An even more in-depth look at both speeches would yield the very essence of textual analysis: analytical readers must understand the parts before they can comprehend the whole.  As the careful reader examines the writers’ use of similar verbs, it becomes evident that the two statesmen perceive the concept of service in very different ways and from very different points of view. Kennedy envisions great plans for the future; Nixon drags the past behind him like a chain.  Grammar instruction should focus on the how and the why of authors’ choices instead of the “fill in the blank” method of worksheets and rote drill.  As students begin to see purpose and meaning in the study of grammar, they will start to wield the tools of their language confidently.

Teaching and learning grammar in isolation can make teachers and students feel as if they have reached a dead end.  But through the study and practice of syntax strategies and grammar-focused close reading, soon students find themselves embracing the building blocks of language and using them to create more and more effective essays.  

Student writers need to look at a wide range of texts, study their grammar and syntax, and wield those tools in their own writing.  So what kinds of activities in the Pre-AP classroom will allow students to gain meaningful grammar and syntax skills?  There is no formula for instruction, but what is outlined here is a good game plan:  a miner’s pick, a wood carver’s gouge, a surgeon’s probe, if you will.  

Miner’s Pick:
Basic Building Blocks of Grammar

All students should be able to identify and use basic grammatical structures and conventions of language such as

· parts of speech 

· direct and indirect objects

· complements

· phrases and clauses

· verb tenses

· pronoun/antecedent and subject/verb agreement

· cases of pronouns

They should not, however, merely memorize the terminology.  True understanding comes from making use of the structures in their own writing.  


A Wood Carver’s Gouge:  Connecting Structure to Meaning

Students need opportunities to analyze the effect of many different grammatical structures on meaning. They benefit from puzzling over the reasons Hemingway chose the simple sentence as the foundation of his writing and why Annie Dillard selects complex sentences. Both writers’ choices create a distinctive stylistic effect. Students need time to practice asking and answering the questions how and why.
A Surgeon’s Probe:  Teaching Grammar Through Close Reading and Composition

In such noted texts as Rhetorical Grammar (Kolln), Prose Style (Miles, Karns, and Bertonasco), and Image Grammar (Noden), as well as in Don Kilgallon’s Sentence Composing books for middle school, high school, and college, the authors first teach students to use grammar and syntax analysis to understand the basic structures of written texts.  Then students learn to interpret the function of the structures. Students practice the imitation of these grammatical and syntactical structures in their own writing, then invent others of their own choosing. This type of grammar and syntax study gives student writers an opportunity to discover choices they never knew they had and assists them in developing their own unique writing voice and style.

As students study these guides, they learn not only the identification of grammatical and syntactical elements but their function in prose, poetry, drama, and non-fiction.  The ultimate transfer of skills comes when students can create an essay using a variety of sentence types that come naturally to them and can articulate the reasons for their rhetorical choices. They have now broken through the barrier and crafted their own understanding of grammar.  

Students are ready for a challenge when it comes to studying grammar.  Changing the way students learn to use grammar may not be easy, but teachers on all levels of a vertical team, as well as their students, will soon see the benefits of studying grammar actively and analytically in the context of classroom reading and writing.  A line of words:  a simple image containing a whole world of complexity.  
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The students’ study of both grammar and syntax now has gone beyond drill and practice and has become a way of linking a writer’s use of language with meaning.





Students benefit when teachers rely less on “drill and practice” grammar worksheets or textbook exercises that do not have much to do with applying grammar instruction to reading or writing.  





The vital connections among literature, grammar, and syntax are keys to close reading.  





Use the textbooks as springboards to more valuable and contextual instruction





Tie grammar instruction to the reading of complex texts by teaching grammar in context.





Day had broken cold and gray, exceedingly cold and gray, when the man turned aside from the main Yukon trail and climbed the high earth-bank, where a dim and little traveled trail led eastward through the fat spruce timberland. It was a steep bank, and he paused for breath at the top, excusing the act to himself by looking at his watch. It was nine o'clock. There was no sun nor hint of sun, though there was not a cloud in the sky. It was a clear day, and yet there seemed an intangible pall over the face of things, a subtle gloom that made the day dark, and that was due to the absence of sun. [emphasis added]








Students need reading and writing instructors who will help them carve paths they can follow.  








 When you write, you lay out a line of words.  The line of words is a miner’s pick, a wood carver’s gouge, a surgeon’s probe.  You wield it, and it digs a path you follow.  Soon you find yourself in new territory.





Classroom activities that encourage students to read closely and to imitate the techniques used by professional writers increase the number of options available to them as writers.








Students break through the grammar and syntax barrier when teachers raise their classroom expectations and change their methods of teaching grammar. Instead of isolated drill and practice, many Pre-AP teachers emphasize the use and analysis of grammar and syntax in rich close reading and composition activities.  





Students need to see a clear purpose for their study of language.





Students need a blend of both theory and practice. 








The ultimate transfer of skills comes when students can create an essay using a variety of sentence types that come naturally to them and can articulate the reasons for their rhetorical choices.





Students who enter their reading and writing lives wielding confidently the tools of language and practiced in making connections between method and meaning will find themselves skilled interpreters of texts who perceive the layered world of language with depth and insight. 





When Roses cease to bloom, Sir,


And Violets are done --


When Bumblebees in solemn flight


Have passed beyond the Sun --


The hand that paused to gather


Upon this Summer's day


Will idle lie -- in Auburn --


Then take my flowers -- pray!











The author’s grammatical choices form memorable sentences that lodge in the reader’s mind and memory, resonating with both sound and sense.








Pre-AP students struggling to find meaning in complex texts and working to analyze style often find that an examination of the grammatical and syntactical choices authors make can also be a pathway to the discovery of meaning.





Students are ready for a challenge when it comes to studying grammar.





The linking, by means of the infinitives, of the rose which ceases to bloom and the hand that ceases to gather reinforces the poet’s juxtaposition of natural and human mortality.





The purposeful ambiguity of the poet’s words prevents an absolute certainty on the part of the reader and enriches the meaning of the poem by providing it with several different layers of meaning.








