The paper in regards to grammar instruction is a necessary inclusion in the portfolio. In my opinion, grammar has turned into one of the most important topics in education today. In this paper, I discuss the differences between descriptive and prescriptive grammar instruction. Although this paper only hits a few PEP standards, I feel it is a necessary inclusion based on the amount of information the paper contains. I, also, feel that this topic is one that should be explored by all educational professionals.

Paper: Grammar Instruction

"The word is now a virus. . . . The word may once have been a healthy neural cell. It is now a parasitic organism that invades and damages the central nervous system. Modern man has lost the option of silence. Try halting your sub-vocal speech. Try to achieve even ten seconds of inner silence. You will encounter a resisting organism that forces you to talk."

-William S. Burroughs


Teachers of English – Language Arts are now the incubators of a viral infection that causes some people to shudder. The necessity of language in everyday society fosters this growing entity even more. On the whole, we are unable to communicate in any worthwhile way without this parasitic being… “words.”


It has come to pass that words and language have easily become the focal point of English education. Without these, obviously, we would be left in a general malaise that would inhibit us from communicating in any way possible. Our job, as English educators, is to see that our students have a firm grasp on how to use words at their disposal to get their ideas across in a coherent way. Also, it is the educator’s duty to make sure that the students know that communication is a “two way street”, and although their word choice may be different from the person who is speaking, the general point will come across in a understandable manner to them.


However, in a hypocritical twist of fate, there is a sect of English educators who wish to do eradicate the societal norms of language. They are in agreement with the point of command of the language to formulate ideas and thoughts, but are in direct opposition with the “two way street” mentality. This sect, known as prescriptive grammarians, believes that the understanding of language is directly correlated with the ability to write it down in a manner that follows every grammatical rule. According to these types of teachers, we may as well throw away the methods of communication that we hold true. Instead, we are to carry around a figurative red pen everywhere we go, admonishing the speech and writing patterns of those who are not a member of their special club.


Are these red pen marks admonishments, or are they downright harmful? The most recent research tends to lean towards the latter. The way educators and students perceive standard grammatical error is one of the more prevalent points in discussing the harmful effects of prescriptive grammar instruction. According to Joseph Williams’s “The Phenomenology of Error”:

Moreover, unlike social errors, linguistic errors do not ordinarily require that we apologize for them. When we make “media” a singular or dangle a participle, and are then made aware of our mistake, we are expected to acknowledge the error, and, if we have the opportunity, to amend it. But I don’t think that we are expected to say, “Oh, I’m sorry!” The objective consequences of the error simply do not equal those of an atrocity, or even of clumsiness. (Williams, 153)

It happens every day. Someone trips on a rug, knocking over a bowl of hot soup on his or her loved one. A lazy parent kept the gun cabinet unlocked and a their curious son got his hands on a rifle. A drunk driver swerves into oncoming traffic and injures three others. These are all “atrocities.” Granted, some are worse than others, and all warrant some sort of apology for the error. When a student, however, makes a grammatical mistake, it becomes an atrocity in its own right, according to the prescriptive grammarians. To put these four errors in the same category is downright appalling. The general idea is there, is it now acceptable to rip apart the work because the usage of language differs from the educators?

I have had the opportunity to speak with Ken Lindblom, the co-author of  “Why Revitalize Grammar”, published in English Journal (January, 2003). According to Lindblom, in a personal interview, “Many English teachers go to Linguistics to find the answers to their questions. However, when they come back, they only have more questions.”  Heeding his advice, I delved into the wonderful world of linguistic grammar. However, the overall sentiment in the linguistic community was to the point. Language is an organism, change is apparent.


In many linguistic circles, there are two different types of discourses that are used regularly in every day life. The primary discourse, according to Gee, is the communication we use with intimates. Whether with family or friends, our modes of communication differ greatly from our secondary discourse, which is our scholastic mode of communication. The larger the gap between discourses, the greater the inability to use grammatical rules to perfection. This is especially true for ESL or bilingual education students, whose primary discourse may be entirely different from his or her secondary discourse.


According to George W. Grace, a noted linguist, there are many issues that arise in regards to the difference between learning the methods of communicating a language and the actual grammar of the language. As noted in his essay “On the Assumption that to Learn a Language is to Construct a Grammar”, Grace says:

To speak using such a language, I supposed that what one did was to select (from the grammar) lexical items that encoded appropriate objects, acts, etc., and, by applying appropriately-selected rules to the syntax, to combine lexical items in such a way to encode the relations that one wanted to attribute to (the referents of) these lexical items. (Trends in Linguistics – Productivity and Creativity, 69)

As Grace did, it is relatively easy to assume that the use of proper grammar is necessary in the formulation of thoughts. However, as Grace notes in his essay, 

What I now see as wrong with this conception is that it confuses two quite independent phenomena: (1) the structure revealed by the output of speech (usually in the form of written text or a written transcription of speech) and (2) what an individual knows in order to be able to use the language. (Trends in Linguistics – Productivity and Creativity, 70)

According to the Linguists, the structure of the language and the ability to understand the language are two different entities entirely. When the prescriptive grammarians make the assumption that the two are interwoven, they are making a fatal mistake. Although a student may not have a grasp of mastery on grammar, it does not mean, by any stretch, that they do not have command of the language. When students are writing in a way that they are understood, the actual grammatical aspect of the writing is almost unnecessary.


For this article, I have interviewed 10 High School graduates. The following questions were asked:


1 – How many “good” English teachers did you have during your Junior High School and High School years?


2 – What made those teachers “good teachers?”


3 – How did that teacher grade papers that were assigned? What was the weight assigned to content and grammar?


4 – Have you ever had a teacher that was very persistent on the rules of grammar?


5 – What was your overall view of that teacher?


Although this study was only of 10 students, the results were astounding. All of the students questioned said that the good English teachers were passionate about the subject and accessible inside and outside of the classroom. The good teachers were the ones who graded more on content than on grammar, and felt that the prescriptive grammarian “detracted from the joy of the literature.” 


Granted, the English – Language Arts educator is not just there to teach literature, but, at the same token, is not just there to teach grammar. Grammar, although a useful tool, quickly turns into the bane of many students high school existence. Could it be that the reason why words have become such a virus be in direct correlation to the teaching of a rigid grammar? Could there, instead, by a symbiotic relationship between the host (the student) and the symbionts (the words?)


Educators need to begin to mend the parasitic relationship that has ailed the population for years. In “Why Revitalize Grammar?” by Lindblom and Dunn, a few ways to mend the situation are given. The one in particular I want to focus on is the assignment of descriptive grammar studies. According to Dunn and Lindblom:

Students could use work from “descriptive linguistics” to examine the grammars used by real people in a variety of real contexts. For example, students could record, transcribe, and analyze conversations around their dinner table, at their job, in different classes, at formal meetings, among groups of friends and groups of their parents’ friends. (English Journal, January 2003, pg. 47)


The use of pragmatic grammar in the classroom is becoming more of a necessity every day. In order for students to have a firm grasp on communication, they must realize that their grammar is not incorrect. There are, obviously, different ways to parse a sentence, but one way is no more correct than any other way. When Ken Lindblom quipped, “Many English teachers go to Linguistics to find the answers to their questions. However, when they come back, they only have more questions,” he was not too far off base. What is needed, however, is a closer correlation between linguistics and the study of the English language.


It has become a necessity for a new breed of English instructors to administer the antidote for the virus of words. It is my thought and hope that when the antidote is going through the bodies and minds of our students, we will create a more literate and passionate society, embracing words instead of being sickened by them.

