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What Research Tells Us
about Teaching Grammar

Michael W. Smith and Jeff Wilhelm

In Polish author Walter Gombrowicz’s
famous satiric novel Ferdydurke
(1938), the following exchange takes

[EDITOR’S NOTE: For seven years, Jeff has followed
my admonition that his column in VM could only
be one page. “Teach us more, Jeff,” I’d write to him,
“but do it in one page.” Somehow he always man-
aged to do just that—and he never once complained
that all the other columnists got two or three pages!
Now, in a thank you to him, I’m giving Jeff and his
research and writing partner Michael Smith the
space they both need to help us understand a sec-
ond issue, grammar. Many thanks to both Michael
and Jeff for their work on the two articles they have
contributed to this issue; they help all of us better
understand complex topics.]

place in a Latin grammar class:

Teacher:
There is nothing more logical than a language in
which everything that is illogical is an exception!
[Grammar] is a great factor in evolution!

Galkiewicz (in great agony):
Evolution, schmolution. How can it develop anything
when it develops nothing? How can it perfect any-
thing when it perfects nothing? How can it build
something when it builds nothing? O god, o god, o
god!

Teacher:
What’s this, Master Galkiewicz? The suffix does not
perfect you? You’re telling me that this suffix does
not perfect you? That the suffix passivi futuri of the
third conjugation does not enrich you? Come, come!

Galkiewicz:
The little tail ending does not enrich me! That little
tail ending does not perfect me. No, not in the least!
O god, O god!

Teacher:
What do you mean—doesn’t enrich you! When I say
it enriches you, it most certainly does . . . Haven’t you
been taught style, clarity of thought, precision of ex-
pression [through the study of grammar] . . .?

Galkiewicz:
Nothing, nothing! No art. No precision. I’m just
scared of an F. That’s all I’m scared of. So I try. But I
can’t, no I can’t! (pp. 58–59)

Gombrowicz highlights what years of subse-
quent grammar research have unequivocally
proven: teaching grammar—in the sense of iden-
tifying or defining parts of speech, labeling, dia-
gramming, or parsing sentences—is . . . well . . .
to put it in Gombrowicz’s terms, senseless. First,
kids don’t learn this kind of grammar, because
there is no practical context for using this kind of
knowledge. And even if they did learn this kind of
grammar, it wouldn’t help them be better writers,
readers, thinkers, or problem solvers. There are
numerous excellent reviews of the research that
conclusively show this to be the case.

Review of the Reviews
The past 40 years have seen two comprehensive
reviews of research on the teaching of writing.
Each has made an unequivocal claim about the
teaching of grammar. Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and
Schoer (1963) offered this assessment:

The teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or,
because it usually displaces some instruction and prac-
tice in actual composition, even a harmful effect on
the improvement of writing. (pp. 37–38)

Twenty-three years later, Hillocks (1986) offered
an equally powerful critique:

School boards, administrators, and teachers who im-
pose the systematic study of traditional school gram-
mar on their students over lengthy periods of time in
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the name of teaching writing do them a gross disser-
vice, which should not be tolerated by anyone con-
cerned with the effective teaching of good writing.
(p. 248)

There have been a number of more discur-
sive reviews that have focused more particularly
on research on the teaching of grammar. One ex-
cellent review appeared in the “Contextualizing
Grammar” issue of this journal in March of 2001.
In that review, Nancy Patterson summarized sev-
eral seminal studies that can help teachers to think
about the usefulness of various techniques of teach-
ing grammar and language usage. Patterson con-
cludes her review by arguing, “What all this
indicates is that the teaching of grammar must
happen within the context of larger lessons and
experiences with written and spoken language.
This means that English teachers must move be-
yond viewing grammar as a set of rules and a code
of correctness, and they need to re-think the idea
that a comprehensive knowledge of grammar ter-
minology and rules somehow translates into a
knowledge of linguistic structure or into an abil-
ity to write well . . . (Patterson, 2001, 54–55).

Smith, Cheville, and Hillocks (2006) offer
similar judgments of the research on teaching
grammar. But they also point to areas of research
that seem to offer more promise. One is the gram-
matical analysis of the kinds of structures students
need to master in order to produce particular kinds
of writing. For example, Schleppegrell (1998) dis-
cusses using grammatical analyses of the structures
required in science writing as a way to help stu-
dents develop the ability to produce those struc-
tures. Another promising approach Hillocks and
his colleagues identify is sentence combining. Sen-
tence combining asks students to combine kernel
sentences, either in any way they choose or to pro-
duce a particular structure. Strong (1973), who has
developed a corpus of instructional materials us-
ing sentence combining, defines the kernel sen-
tence as “the basic stuff of sentences,” and provides
an illustration through the following three kernels:

The writer is young.
The writer is developing.
The writer works with options. (p. 4)

These kernels could be combined in a number of
ways, for example, “The young, developing writer
works with options,” or “The writer who is young
and developing works with options.”

The research on sentence combining clearly
establishes both that it helps students write more
complex sentences and that it helps students write
papers judged to be better when considered holis-
tically. Strong (1986) explains this finding by not-
ing that “SC may help with automaticity in syntax,
freeing up mental energy so that learners can con-
centrate on planning and composing” (p. 3).

However, when most teachers think about
teaching grammar, they think about it not so much
as a way to improve students’ writing but rather
as a way to help students reduce errors. Unfortu-
nately, teaching grammar by identifying or defin-
ing parts of speech, labeling, diagramming, or
parsing sentences doesn’t help students write more
correctly. The research base is clear and compel-
ling on this point.

Teacher Research/Reflective
Teaching Innovations
So where can teachers turn for models of gram-
mar/usage instruction that might address the cause
of error and help students to inquire into the craft
of language use in ways that have an immediate
functional value in their own writing?

One of the most compelling discussions we’ve
read is Mina Shaughnessy’s Errors and Expectations
(1977), a book written in response to the cry over
the open admission policies a number of colleges
adopted in the 1970s. Shaughnessy’s book is so
rich that we find it difficult to offer a summary,
but a number of principles she addresses have been
especially influential in our own teaching. Most
significantly, Shaughnessy establishes that errors
happen for reasons. And if that’s so, it’s impos-
sible to help students overcome them simply by
noting their existence. For example, some errors
have their roots in phonology, that is, in students
trying to reproduce in writing what they think they
are hearing. A classic example is writing “could
of” for “could’ve.” Another common source of
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errors is that inexperienced writers often don’t
behave the way that experienced writers do. We’ve
seen this especially in the tendency of some of our
students not to reread what they’ve written as they
are writing, a tendency that results in students
adding on fragments rather than consolidating
sentences, as in “I watched the Eagles on Sunday.
Which is my favorite team.” Another common
source of error is language interference. Speakers
of Chinese will have trouble with articles and with
auxiliary verbs. Speakers of African American Ver-
nacular English will have trouble with the sub-
ject–verb agreement of formal English. They’ll
have these troubles not because they’re careless
or lazy but because their home language either
doesn’t require some of the structures formal En-
glish requires or because their home language pro-
duces those structures in different ways.

Another source of error is hypercorrectness.
Anyone who has ever taught a lesson on apostro-
phes knows how likely it is that some students will
put apostrophes on every word that ends with an
s. Yet another is lack of confidence. Students who
aren’t confident in what they are saying rely on
circumlocutions to tentatively advance their ideas.
The less straightforward a writer is, the more com-
plex his or her writing is likely to be. (Our favor-
ite example came from one of Michael’s students

some years ago: “I think, though I am probably
wrong, that. . . .” ) This is not an exhaustive list of
the sources of error that Shaughnessy discusses,
nor is her list a complete list of the sources of er-
ror we’ve identified in our secondary school stu-
dents, but the awareness that errors happen for
reasons has been critically important for us.

As Shaughnessy (1977) explains, recognizing
the cause of an error helps teachers both get a sense
of the cost of correcting the error and the approach
they’ll have to take. An error that has its root in
phonology is likely to be easier to correct than
one that’s a function of language interference, for
example. Shaughnessy also offers the powerful re-
minder that while errors matter, they probably
don’t matter as much as we think they do. She
reminds us that at the very least, we need to attend
to what students say as well as to how they say it.

Connie Weaver has also influenced our think-
ing. Weaver is the most significant voice in the
field calling for contextualized grammar instruc-
tion, and her work is essential reading. In Teach-
ing Grammar in Context (1996), Weaver builds on
20 years of her own work in grammar instruction
to provide a rationale, theoretical justification, and
instructional models for constructivist grammar
teaching in the context of students’ own writing.
Her subsequent edited text, Lessons to Share: On
Teaching Grammar in Context (1998), features the
work of 18 teachers who offer innovative and prac-
tical insights about their experiments with the
contextualized teaching of grammar.

Harry Noden’s teaching experiments are fea-
tured in Image Grammar: Using Grammatical Struc-
tures to Teach Writing (1999). Noden asserts that
grammatical structures are the tools that a writer
uses to “paint” images and meaningful experiences
for readers. His argument is reminiscent of Barry
Lane’s (1993) contention that “Writers don’t need
to be given formulas; they need to be shown
possibilities. Then, like painters receiving new
colors, they can embrace their craft” (p. 40). Each
chapter in Noden’s book features a section called
“concepts” that explores how professional writers
have used particular grammatical tools of “image
grammar” to make meaning. A corresponding sec-

CRITICAL POINTS ABOUT TEACHING GRAMMAR

1. Develop a hierarchy of grammar and usage issues based on:

✓ The commonness of the problem

✓ The extent to which it interferes with understanding

✓ The extent to which it undercuts the authority of the writer

✓ The cost of correcting it in terms of time and students’ self-
image

2. Address issues one at a time, spending enough time with each
to make sure that students have mastered it before moving on.

3. Focus on identifying the cause of the error and direct instruc-
tion to address that cause.

4. Teach only the terms that students need to know and only
when they need to know them.
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tion of each chapter, called “strategies,” explicates
Noden’s use of classroom lessons to help students
develop this same facility in their use of writing-
based grammatical knowledge. Noden thus pro-
vides an innovative look at how to integrate
grammar instruction creatively and meaningfully
into students’ composing processes.

Another favorite of ours is Edgar Schuster’s
Breaking the Rules (2003). Our own methods stu-
dents have greatly enjoyed this refreshing book.
Based on his own classroom research and reflec-
tive teaching, Schuster makes a case that much of
what we teach under the guise of “grammar” ac-
tually constitutes “mythrules” that exist and are
enforced only in school. He raises the issue that
“Our formulas—use topic sentences, never use
passives, vary sentence openings—deny students
the resources routinely used by good writers, and
our concentration on correctness puts the empha-
sis on the least important aspect of good writing”
(p. 92). Schuster provides an illuminating histori-
cal discussion of how the study of English gram-
mar, based on Latin, came to be a staple of school
instruction, and he explores the negative effects
of this emphasis. With great humor and the au-
thority of his own classroom practice, Schuster
admits that there certainly are bedrock rules of
language use that must be honored. Though he
critiques much classroom practice, he also offers
a case for appropriate foci of usage instruction and
appropriate ways to implement instruction that
will “liberate” students into the engagement of
meaning-constructive writing with clarity, correct-
ness, and creativity. Of great interest are his dis-
cussions about why students may have difficulty
learning particular punctuation marks or other
grammatical concepts.

These texts offer a rich set of alternatives to
the traditional teaching of grammar. They would
offer welcome relief to students like Gombrowicz’s

Galkiewicz by providing models of instruction that
make sense to students and make a difference to
their writing. And that, after all, must be the ulti-
mate purpose behind any teaching of grammar or
language use.
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