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Inside the Belly of the Language Whale:
Teaching Grammar within the Entire Writing Process

For most persons born before the Sixties (and many born after), grammar preceded writing as a seemingly endless menu of rules, corollaries, and exceptions to prescriptions and descriptions illustrated by manufactured, artificial, sterile, and lifeless prose guaranteed to turn off all students except those cursed to be English teachers.  However, because of the way grammar was typically presented in the past, even we English teachers have had problems integrating grammatical skills into our actual writing.  (I hope this unvarnished fact does not scandalize you or precipitate an even deeper erosion of faith in American education, yet it probably will!)  Most who read this paper (whether they be English majors or not) were taught grammar as separate from the writing experience and were subsequently expected to write something interesting while keeping thousands of rules and sub rules in mind at all times.  It is no wonder that most Americans hate writing, and little surprise that most do it so poorly.  How can anyone do anything well if he hates it?


Such an approach to grammar and composition is somewhat analogous to expecting the new owner of a computer to completely memorize and master the thick and turgid operator’s manual before touching its keyboard.  Everyone who has ever conquered a computer knows that he learns by doing, not by memorizing endless steps in a manual of thousands of pages.  This is not to say that the manual is superfluous, for it is not.  However, it is to say that it should be used as a resource, not as a substitute for hands-on experience in the world of computer literacy.  Likewise, the grammar text should be used as a resource, not as a substitute for hands-on experience with literacy itself.  Memorizing countless grammar rules and performing drills removed from what one actually wants to put on paper at any given time is very similar to memorizing a computer manual: mind-numbing and fruitless at best!


Most of us learned a prescriptive, “traditional” grammar that would supposedly inoculate us against the disease of making injudicious errors, but it did not!  When at last stern English teachers sanctioned us to write, what we had learned about the writing process had occurred in large part by courageously surviving inside the belly of the “Language Whale,” the writing process itself.  Inside the Language Whale we have privately and boldly made and learned from our many mistakes, sometimes even resorting to judicious consultations with trusted resources such as friends, neighbors, relatives, complete strangers, and occasionally even with grammar handbooks to fight our way to the light of linguistic competence and the firm ground of literacy.  It has been (and continues to be) an epic struggle of almost biblical proportions.


Where, when, and how did you learn to write?  I thought I learned to write in grade school from 1953 to 1961, but I really did not.  Then I assumed I learned in high school from 1961 to 1965, but once again, that was not true either.  Surely, I must have learned to write by the time I had earned my B.A. degree in English and philosophy in 1970, but I have come to doubt even this.  Certainly, I wrote many good papers and even some excellent ones during the four years I spent in college.  However, I did not find my own writing voice, did not fully appreciate the subtle structure of the English language, and did not experiment with the infinite combinations of linguistic elements that make up the syntactic whole that expresses ideas, experiences, feelings, information, perceptions, and an endless number of other realities until I started “playing” with my computer’s word processor in 1990 at the ripe old age of forty-three! 


Why should our students also be made to wait until they are well into middle age before being permitted inside the messy (but beneficial) writing process, where true learning can take place?  Why should the failed way in which prescriptive grammar has been taught be visited upon today’s students with yesterday’s same unsatisfactory results?  Why should not today’s students “get their hands dirty” by actually writing (and reading) instead of merely studying grammar in unnatural and artificial isolation from the writing process?  Why should not today's students learn traditional grammar by actually using it to produce their own writing?

Next month I will begin teaching grammar and composition to ninth and tenth graders at Mill Springs Academy in Alpharetta, Georgia.  I am determined that grammar in my student-centered “writing center” will not exist in its own isolated world, one detached from the entire writing process; for to what end does grammar exist unless that end is to serve the needs of writers?  In fact, I am considering renaming the course “Authors’ Workshop: Experiences inside the Writing Process.”  This does not mean I will forsake teaching grammar; but I will teach it from inside the writing process and from within the students’ actual experience of their own linguistic creations, inventions, feelings, discoveries, and ideas.  To that general end, I will use grammar as a discrete resource tool to facilitate and assist my students in solving their own specific compositional problems as they “idiosyncratically” proceed through the writing process of “prewriting, drafting, revising, proofreading, and publishing” as described by Constance Weaver (83).


Central to the “constructivist” approach I favor for teaching grammar (and many other facets of writing as well) is what Weaver describes as the “workshop approach,” one which has teachers “helping students with sentence structure and editing concerns when they are satisfied with the content and organization of their writing and ready to turn to more superficial matters…[and one which] means serving as an advocate, rather than an adversary; as editor, rather than as critic or judge” (83-84).  Therefore, instead of routinely drilling (and killing!) my students with constant grammar exercises far removed from their own emergent and highly distinctive writing processes, I will advocate what Harry Noden refers to as the highly effective and student-centered “research-based view” of facilitating my students as they naturally become personally invested in acquiring grammatical proficiency in order to effectively put what they mean into words (vii).


Consequently, I plan to present brief “mini-lessons” in my writing workshop to address problems that many may be experiencing, and to fulfill state and institutional curricular objectives.  These mini-lessons will usually feature interactive online Internet and/or on-campus website technology currently in use at the school.  (Each student at Mill Springs must carry his or her own laptop computer at all times while on campus.)  All mini-lessons over any necessary practical grammatical applications will be presented within the context of student work already in progress and the highly creative, imaginative, and interactive writing experiences of Noden’s book and CD-ROM, Image Grammar: Using Grammatical Structures to Teach Writing.  The following briefly summarizes a sampling of the practical applications I will use to help my students incorporate eleven basic grammar components into their writing.  Even though some may be traditional (prescriptive and descriptive) in form, I will make all of the methodologies below function in the constructivist manner of teaching grammar “incidentally,” as Weaver puts it (188), and from within the writing process, which is the whole purpose of teaching grammar in the first place:


1.) Helping students to develop sentence sense:  To facilitate my students in mastering this basic skill, I favor employing Durk Brownlee’s online interactive aide, “Pop-up Grammar,” and Unit 13, “Clauses and Sentence Structure,” of the Mill Springs’ resource text, Writer’s Choice: Grammar and Composition, by William Strong and Mark Lester (504-523).  I also will use “Fragments, Fused Sentences, and Comma Splices: A Differently Sequenced Set of Lessons,” a sample lesson by Weaver (207-209).


2.) Helping students to punctuate sentences correctly:  For this skill, I favor using Allen Hackworth’s website, “Grammar Studies.”  In addition, Weaver’s sample lesson, “Teaching Punctuation and Mechanics for Convention, Clarity, and Style,” will be an invaluable teaching resource (236-242).

3.) Helping students learn to make verbs agree with their subjects:  In this instance, I favor using Charles Darling’s “Guide to Grammar and Writing” website and Weaver’s sample lesson, “Understanding Basic Subject-Verb Agreement” (198-199).


4.) Helping students to learn conventions for punctuating subordinate clauses:  For this skill, I will probably use section 13.2, “Subordinate Clauses,” of Writer’s Choice: Grammar and Composition by Strong and Lester (506) and Unit 21, “Punctuation,” of that same textbook, but only as a resource (695-733).  In addition, Weaver’s Figure A.7, “Punctuation DOs and DON’Ts,” should also prove very helpful for students to use as a resource tool (212-213).  I plan to use Weaver’s sample lesson, “Punctuating Restrictive and Nonrestrictive Clauses and Elements” (239-241), in putting together my own lesson plan on this topic.


5.) Helping students to combine sentences:  For this skill, I favor using Weaver’s sample lesson, “Teaching Style through Sentence Combining and Sentence Generating” (214-227).  Charles Darling’s website, “Guide to Grammar and Writing,” will be useful as well.


6.) Helping students to expand their syntactic repertoire in order to write more syntactically sophisticated and rhetorically effective sentences:  To assist my students in this area, I favor using almost any of the writing experiences in Don Killgallon’s Sentence Composing for High School, as well as Curt Cuscino’s “Online Writery.”  In addition, I plan to use Weaver’s sample lesson, “Teaching Sentence Sense and Style through the Manipulation of Syntactic Elements” (222-227).


7.) Helping students learn techniques to arrange and rearrange sentence elements for readability and effectiveness:  Again, I favor the many fine writing opportunities for students to practice this skill as found in Killgallon’s Sentence Composing for High School.  Also, David Neyhart’s “Purdue Online Writing Lab: Strategies for Improving Sentence Clarity” features many excellent opportunities to practice manipulating elements in order to achieve sentence transparency and intelligibility.


8.) Helping students to gain an appreciation for various community and ethnic dialects: For this skill, I particularly favor implementing two sample lessons by Weaver entitled, “Accepting Others’ Language Patterns and Voices, and Examining Attitudes Toward Dialects” (228-231); and “Preserving and Appreciating Various Dialects and Voices” (232-234).


9.) Helping students to use a variety of dialects, including Edited American English (EAE), in their oral and written communication:  Regarding this topic, I favor the use of Weaver’s sample lesson, “Considering Dialect Appropriateness for Audience and Purpose” (234-236).  I will also pull material from the following lessons in the resource text by Strong and Lester: “Usage Glossary” (653-665); “Grammar Review: Usage” (666-672); and “Writing Application” (673).


10.) Helping students to edit for grammatical forms and usage appropriate for EAE:  For this skill, I strongly favor utilizing Chapter 9, “Systematic Revision,” of Noden’s book, Image Grammar: Using Grammatical Structures to Teach Writing (182-201).  Additionally, I will use Weaver’s series of thirteen sample lessons, “Teaching Subject, Verb, Clause, Sentence, and Related Concepts for Editing” (190-213) as an indispensable teaching resource.  Unit 9, “Troubleshooter,” of the Strong and Lester resource text (376-398) should prove to be a comprehensive and helpful checklist when students proofread their work prior to submitting it for a grade.

11.) Helping students learn to use various aspects of punctuation not only for conventional correctness, but also for clarity and stylistic effectiveness:  In this instance, I will employ Noden’s Image Grammar: Using Grammatical Structures to Teach Writing, Chapter 3, “The Artist’s Rhythms: The Music of Parallel Structures” (49-68).  In addition, I will use (as a resource for my students) Unit 21, “Punctuation, Abbreviations, and Numbers,” (694-733) of the student text by Strong and Lester.  Finally, Weaver’s sample lesson, “Using Punctuation and Orthography for Particular Effects” (241-242), will serve as the perfect tool for teaching this particular literary skill.


Because of the complexity of grammatical prescriptions, the teaching of grammar by traditional methods can easily become a teacher’s one-way conversation with himself.  On the other hand, teaching grammar by the constructivist approach promotes lively dialogue between teachers as mentor-guides and students as invested problem-solvers and adventurers.  There is unlimited imaginative, intellectual, psychological, and even spiritual adventure waiting for those who are bold and brave enough to look through their own eyes, through the windows of literature, and especially through the infinite “wormholes” of the writing process.


The urge to write, and write effectively, is naturally present in students unless adults kill it by failing to see the essence of a work due to the inadequacy of its parts.  After all, if a piece of writing has promise, but needs revision (and what writing does not?), it can always be edited and revised.  However, if a work is adequate in form, yet says nothing, it is so much verbal waste.  I intend to teach grammar in a way that will not kill the inherent urge of my students to write vividly, creatively, and effectively.  Instead, I will stimulate my students’ natural inclination to take necessary chances to produce distinctive, vibrant, and interesting prose.  To accomplish this pedagogic goal, I must and will teach from within the writing process.  My students and I, like modern-day Jonahs, will live and learn inside the belly of the Language Whale.

Works Cited

Brownlee, Durk Elliot.  “Pop-up Grammar.”  Amazon.com.  1999.  Online.  23 July 2000.


Available http://www.brownlee.org/durk/grammar/pos1.html.

Cuscino, Curt.  “The Online Writery.”  University of Missouri-Columbia.  2000.  Online.


23 July 2000.  Available http://web.missouri.edu/~writery/welcome.html.

Darling, Charles.  “Guide to Grammar and Writing.”  Capital Community College.  2000.  


Online.  20 July 2000.  Available

http://webster.commnet.edu/HP/pages/darling/original.htm.

Hackworth, Allen.  “Grammar Studies.”  Ricks College.  2000.  Online.  17 July 2000.  
Available http://www.srv.net/~allenh/leave/grammar.html.

Killgallon, Don.  Sentence Composing for High School.  Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 
1998.

Neyhart, David.  “Purdue Online Writing Lab.”  Purdue University.  2000.  Online.


16 July 2000.  Available http://owl.english.purdue.edu/Files/112.html.
Noden, Harry R.  Image Grammar: Using Grammatical Structures to Teach Writing.  


Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1998.

Strong, William and Mark Lester.  Writer’s Choice Grammar and Composition.  New 
York: Glencoe/McGraw-Hill, 1996.

Weaver, Constance.  Teaching Grammar in Context.  Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook 


Heinemann, 1996.

